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PREFACE AND
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

• The idea for this book was conceived at the 1982 annual meeting
of the International Political Psychology Association, held in Wash-
ington, D.C. At the invitation of Ralph White, Robert Jervis organ-
ized and chaired a panel on psychology and deterrence. Papers were
presented by Henning Behrens, Richard Ned Lebow, Patrick Mor-
gan, Jack Snyder, and Janice Gross Stein. George Quester and
Silvan Tompkins served as discussants.

As sometimes happens, the panelists found themselves in agree-
ment with respect to a number of key questions, among them the
need to evaluate the psychological underpinnings of deterrence and
to do this by marshaling evidence from empirical case studies. The
panelists also discovered that their papers were to a great extent
complementary. These realizations led to the decision to revise or
even to rewrite the papers with a view to publishing them as a book.

Psychology and Deterrence, the result of this collective effort, rep-
resents an attempt to use history to shed light upon the most
fundamental assumptions of deterrence theory and to test their
validity in a broad variety of geographical, cultural, and temporal
circumstances. This is not the first time historical case studies have
been employed to study deterrence; Alexander George and Richard
Smoke, Glenn Snyder and Paul Diesing, Richard Ned Lebow, and
Janice Gross Stein have all carried out research of this kind. We
make every effort to build upon their findings.

What distinguishes our effort from its predecessors is the com-
mon attempt by the several co-authors and contributors to draw on

vii



viii • Preface and Acknowledgments

propositions and concepts from major areas of psychology in order
to understand how deterrence works—or fails to work—in practice.
We have chosen this approach because deterrence is fundamentally
a psychological theory. It is based on a series of "hidden" assump-
tions about the relationship between power and aggression, threat
and response, and the ability of leaders to influence the calculations
and behavior of their would-be adversaries. Until recently, these
assumptions had to be accepted or rejected as matters of faith as
there was little evidence that could be mustered in support of or
opposition to them. This is no longer true. A growing corpus of
empirical research, to which the case studies in this volume make a
significant contribution, permits us to evaluate the psychological
underpinnings of deterrence and to conceptualize about them in a
more sophisticated manner. Needless to say, insights of this kind
have important policy implications.

Chapter 1, by Robert Jervis, discusses the need to treat the theory
and practice of deterrence not as a deductive model based on the
assumption that people are highly rational, but inductively, by
looking at historical cases in some detail and by applying per-
spectives of cognitive psychology. The cognitive approach is valu-
able, Jervis argues, because the ways in which states actually behave
present many puzzles for deterrence theory, some of which can be
explained by taking into account the process by which statesmen
respond to information and reach decisions. In the next chapter,
Jervis applies some of the ideas and findings of psychology to a
problem that classical deterrence theory puts to one side: just how
decision makers decide that others are a threat to their vital interests
and need to be deterred. He finds that a number of important biases
are at work in this process and lead to systematic perceptual errors.

The next two chapters, by Janice Gross Stein, explore Egypt's
decisions to use force from 1969 to 1973 and Israel's attempts to
dissuade Egypt from doing so. They draw on recent psychological
research to demonstrate how both challengers and defenders be-
have in ways that contradict some of the most important assump-
tions of deterrence theory. Stein argues that the explanation for
much of this behavior can be found in policy makers' proclivity to
distort reality in order to make it consonant with their personal,
institutional, and political needs. She demonstrates how such a
process influenced Egyptian and Israeli behavior and was respon-
sible for serious misjudgments in both countries.

The following chapter, Richard Ned Lebow's analysis of the
origins of the Falklands-Malvinas War, attributes it to two serious
and mutually reinforcing misjudgments. These were the belief in
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London that Argentina would not invade the contested islands and
the expectation in Buenos Aires that Britain would accommodate
itself to their military "liberation." He makes the case that both
misjudgments can be explained by reference to many of the same
kinds of cognitive and motivational biases that Stein found to have
been important in Egyptian and Israeli policy making in 1973.

Chapter 6, by Patrick M. Morgan, represents an imaginative
effort to explain the well-documented U.S. fixation with demon-
strating resolve in terms of psychological principles. Morgan argues
that it derives from what he calls the "paradox of credibility."
Leaders of nuclear powers are uncertain as to how they would
respond to a major challenge by another nuclear power because of
the suicidal nature of nuclear war. As a result, they become more
disposed to uphold lesser commitments because these are the only
ones in defense of which they can safely fight. By doing so, they seek
a reputation for resolve in the hope that it will discourage challenges
of more important commitments. A concern for reputation, Mor-
gan argues, may be less a rational extension of the art of com-
mitment than it is an effort by policy makers to hide their insecurity
over what to do if their most vital interests are challenged.

Jack L. Snyder's contribution explores another aspect of the
deterrence dilemma: the ways in which deterrence policies can
intensify adversarial feelings of insecurity and thereby elicit the very
behavior they seek to prevent. Snyder attempts to explain the
outbreak of World War I in terms of such a cycle of action and
reaction. In doing so, he employs the concept of the security di-
lemma and describes three different kinds of security dilemmas that
he believes were operative in the years before 1914. Snyder also
discusses some of the policy implications of the 1914 experience for
contemporary international relations.

This theme is further explored in Richard Ned Lebow's sub-
sequent essay on ways out of the deterrence deadlock. His premise is
that deterrence fails to address what may be the most common cause
of aggression; this is the perceived need to pursue a confrontational
foreign policy because of weakness at home or abroad. He proposes
a policy of "reassurance" to address this problem and offers it as an
alternative or parallel strategy of conflict management. The chapter
also explores some of the implications of reassurance for Soviet-U.S.
relations.

The conclusion, also the work of Lebow, pulls together the find-
ings of the individual chapters in the form of a critique of deterrence
both as a theory of international relations and as a strategy of
conflict management. It attempts to explain much of the observed
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variance from the predictions of deterrence theory in terms of
various psychological processes. In doing so, it demonstrates the
utility of psychological insights for the study of international
relations.

The authors would like to acknowledge the financial and in-
tellectual support received from various quarters. The revising and
rewriting process was substantially assisted by grants from the
Rockefeller Foundation and the German Marshall Fund to Richard
Ned Lebow, then at the Bologna Center of the Johns Hopkins
University. This permitted two of the three principal authors to
meet at Bellagio, Italy, to discuss at length the main themes of the
book and the collective significance of the individual contributions.
Further discussions among the authors, a final conference, and the
timely completion of the project were made possible by a grant by
the Ford Foundation to the Research Institute on International
Change of Columbia University. We are also indebted to Henry Y.
K. Tom, senior social sciences editor at the Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, whose interest in our project from the very beginning
encouraged us to proceed with the book.

Two of the chapters have already appeared in the form of articles,
and are used with the kind permission of the editors of the journals
concerned: Chapter 5, "Miscalculation in the South Atlantic: The
Origins of the Falklands War," was published in The Journal of
Strategic Studies (1983); Chapter 8, "The Deterrence Deadlock: Is
There a Way Out?" was published in Political Psychology (1983).

The two-year collaboration among the co-authors and con-
tributors was profitable for all of us above and beyond the product it
resulted in. We established much closer personal and intellectual
relationships from which we, Empire Airlines, and various tele-
phone companies continue to benefit.

Ned Lebow
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•
INTRODUCTION: APPROACH

AND ASSUMPTIONS

Robert Jervis

• Deterrence posits a psychological relationship, so it is strange that
most analyses of it have ignored decision makers' emotions, per-
ceptions, and calculations and have instead relied on deductive logic
based on the premise that people are highly rational. Deterrence
theory began and prospered not out of the analysis of particular
cases but as an abstract analysis of the behavior to be expected when
two sides are able to threaten each other. Indeed, until recently we
did not even have many case studies of deterrence attempts and
deterrence failures. This is particularly striking because, once one
looks in detail at cases of international conflict, it becomes apparent
that the participants almost never have a good understanding of
each other's perspectives, goals or specific actions. Signals that seem
clear to the sender are missed or misinterpreted by the receiver;
actions meant to convey one impression often leave quite a different
one; attempts to deter often enrage, and attempts to show calm
strength may appear as weakness.

The essays in this book seek to capture these rich confusions,
develop a psychological perspective on deterrence, and broaden the
usual focus of research. Instead of looking at Soviet-U.S. inter-
actions, they look either at pre-World War II cases or at conflicts
that involve neither superpower. This greatly enlarges the stock of
material we can mine.

I would like to thank Richard Belts, Alexander George, Richard Ned Lebow, Edward
Kolodziej, Jack L. Snyder, Janice Gross Stein, and Ralph White for comments and
suggestions.

1
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• Psychology and Deterrence

Of course, we cannot be sure that generalizations derived from
these cases can be applied to superpower relations today, because
the ultimate threat now involves not losing a war but destroying both
sides' civilizations. The development of nuclear weapons has caused
a true revolution in strategy. Deterrence by punishment is now more
important than deterrence by denial; the ability to deny the adver-
sary a military advantage is no longer crucial.1 But the cases we have
studied and the superpower bargaining of today remain linked by
the obvious point that states try to persuade others that starting a
war is foolish. Nuclear weapons have altered what is threatened, but
the use of threat remains. As we will show, the effects of threats
often differ from those posited by deterrence theory and expected
by statesmen because people process information and reach de-
cisions in different ways. That is what we are interested in here, and
we suspect that, because our findings are rooted in human psychol-
ogy, they will apply to cases of nuclear deterrence.

In looking at the cases, we will examine the decisions and policies
of the state challenging the status quo as well as those of the
defender. Many questions are best addressed by focusing on both
sides. Fruitful here is the framework of a mediated stimulus-
response model in which one first looks at one state's behavior and
the impact it expects its actions to have on its adversary and then
examines how the policy is perceived by the other side, how it
responds, and how it expects its response to be interpreted. Atten-
tion is then shifted back to the first state to see how the response is
interpreted and how the cycle continues. Of course, streams of
policy are never as neat as this, and the historical research required
is difficult, but the few attempts in this vein have been extremely
interesting.2

The essays in this volume by Lebow, Snyder, and Stein employ
this form of analysis and reveal patterns that would not be seen
through the examination of either side alone. Looking at both sides
is also valuable in facilitating comparisons that can test alternative
explanations of national behavior. To the extent that two states in a
conflict find themselves in roughly the same situation, one can
probe for differences caused by different personalities and differ-
ent domestic systems. Or one can examine the differences created
by being on "different sides of the hill." Challenging the status quo is
usually more difficult than sustaining it because, in most cases, the
status quo power has a greater stake in preventing change than the
challenger has in bringing it about, but detailed comparisons be-
tween the two tasks have not been common. One obvious question

2
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that unfortunately remains unanswered is whether the psycho-
logical problems and decision-making processes of policy makers
challenging the status quo differ from those of statesmen sup-
porting it. Another is whether there are differences in kind between
the policies likely to influence a potential challenger and those likely
to influence a status quo power. For example, is the optimum
mixture of rewards and punishments different in the two situations?

To the extent that we cannot supply good comparative studies, it
is appropriate that we rectify the previous imbalance of attention
between studies of the two sides. Because of the interest in U.S.
foreign policy and the accessibility of U.S. decision makers, we know
more about deterring than challenging. The chapters here, by
contrast, focus more on those states that are seeking to alter the
status quo.

Focusing on challenges is particularly useful in showing that even
a careful and well-crafted policy that is supported by credible threats
may fail to maintain the status quo. George and Smoke have shown
that challengers may be able to design around deterrent threats,
confront defenders with fails accomplis, or embark on expansionism,
if they believe the risks of so doing will remain in their control.3 In
other cases, states defy clear and credible threats because they are
driven by the belief—or often by the feeling—that the alternatives to
confrontation are intolerably bleak. Under these conditions, states
can decide to challenge the status quo even though the chances of
success are slight.4 Indeed, if it is believed that war is inevitable and
that striking first is preferable to receiving the first blow, deterrence,
which involves not only the threat of war if the other side takes
prohibited actions but also the promise of peace if it does not,
becomes irrelevant.5

Furthermore, defenders rarely understand these pressures. In-
stead they usually believe that, if their threats are appropriate and
credible, the other will be deterred. Defenders usually think that
war is more likely to arise out of an expansionist's perception of
some appealing opportunity, and they overlook the dynamics de-
scribed in the preceding paragraph. The pessimism, the fear, the
sense of being driven into a corner are hard for outsiders to grasp.
To the extent that the adversary feels pressure to challenge the
status quo because it believes that the defender will soon be strong
enough to dominate it, empathy is made even less likely because
statesmen have difficulty seeing that others can believe them to be a
menace. The deterioration in the challenger's environment will
rarely be clearly seen by the defender, in part because both sides are

3



• Psychology and Deterrence

likely to be calculated conservatively. Thus neither the Entente
powers in 1914 nor the United States in 1941 believed that they
would soon be able to dominate their adversaries or realize that the
latter had this perception. Thus neither statesmen nor scholars had
paid sufficient attention to the circumstances that can lead to chal-
lenges to the status quo, with the result that decision makers often
fail to grasp the nature of the problem they are facing.

The chapters in this book will examine cases in light of psycho-
logical factors that affect the way people perceive and calculate. First
of all, we have to understand cognitive or unmotivated psycho-
logical biases. Biases are ways of treating information that diverge
from standard definitions of rationality. (Of course, these standards
are not always clear or beyond dispute.) The processes we are
concerned with under the heading unmotivated biases are the prod-
ucts of the complexity of the environment and the inherent limi-
tations of our cognitive capabilities. They conserve cognitive re-
sources and allow people to avoid being overwhelmed by complexity
and ambiguity, but the cost is a variety of systematic errors and
misperceptions. Time and cognitive resources permitting, we would
try to avoid committing these errors if they were pointed out to us.
Although most of the evidence for the existence of these biases
comes from Western experience, they do not seem to be cultural; it
is difficult to relate them to the peculiarities of our environment or
society.6 Instead, as far as we can tell, they are the product of the way
our brains are "hard wired" to process information.

While these biases and their implication for deterrence have not
been fully explored, they have received more attention from politi-
cal scientists and, in recent years, from psychologists than have
motivated biases, which are a second focus of this volume. As the
term implies, motivated biases arise from the emotions generated by
conflicts that personal needs and severe situational dilemmas pose.
These biases serve important psychological functions,7 primarily
minimizing the discomfort that would be created by a full apprecia-
tion of the negative attributes of objects the person values, such as
his or her country or favored policy. These errors, then, would not
be corrected if they were pointed out to the person, because they
provide a shield against painful perceptions. The individual will pay
a high price in the future as reality inescapably shapes and defeats
the policy, but in the interim he or she avoids intolerable psycho-
logical stress and conflict.8

Although the word deterrence has its etymological roots in the
Latin term for "terror," most political scientists—myself included—
have been remarkably slow to explore the implications of strong
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emotions on beliefs and calculations. Although psychologists have
done some work in this area, it has not been grounded in a careful
analysis of the nature of the international politics and has not closely
examined particular cases.9 Early critics of deterrence argued that
fear would lead not to compliance but to rage, increased conflict,
and miscalculation.10 But these analyses downplayed the importance
of political conflicts and ignored the operation of unmotivated
biases. More frequently, affect has simply been ignored or treated as
an "add-on" rather than as integral to the decision process.11

Eventually, of course, we want to develop a theory that integrates
motivated and unmotivated biases. Indeed, separating the two can
be extremely difficult, and there is reason to suspect that many
processes of thought are fed by both sources.12 At this point, how-
ever, we cannot provide an integrated theory and instead seek the
lesser goal of at least dealing with both cognition and affect.

The Rationality Postulate and Deterrence Theory

We should recognize the costs of trying to understand deterrence
by examining the way statesmen process information, calculate, and
make decisions. The older, rational models had the enormous
advantages of rigor and parsimony. Although the study of decision
making yields important generalizations that not only explain a
number of cases but can form the basis for further propositions, it
still involves details and analysis of idiosyncracies. It can be argued
that it would be more productive to ignore this dimension and push
a purely rational deterrence theory as far as we can in order to see
what propositions can be produced. The fact that people are not
completely rational does not automatically vitiate this approach. As
Milton Friedman and Kenneth Waltz, to cite only two, have per-
suasively argued, theorizing based upon assumptions that people
are rational is not defeated by empirical studies showing that they
engage in mental operations that violate this assumption.13 Instead,
the theory stands or fails on its ability to produce propositions that
are significant, testable, and valid. Just as neoclassical economic
theories have proved powerful and productive, so standard deter-
rence theory has not only greatly increased our understanding of
conflict behavior but continues to yield new insights.

Before indicating why we feel that alternative approaches should
be explored, we should note that, even if a particular argument must
either accept or reject the postulate of rationality, this is not true of
the work of the entire discipline, or even of the work carried out on
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different occasions by a particular scholar. Multiple approaches can
be explored, leaving for later the question of which were blind
alleys. Even if it were possible to set a unified research agenda for
the field, it probably would be a mistake to do so. Picking "sunrise
scholarship" is even harder than picking "sunrise industries," and
the field as a whole can hedge its bets if different groups of scholars
pursue different approaches.

Three considerations, however, lead the authors of these chapters
not to rely on the rationality postulate but rather to look at deter-
rence from the perspective of how statesmen actually make de-
cisions, and to seek insights from psychology and try to develop
theories that more closely follow the way nations behave. First, many
events present unexplained puzzles for standard deterrence theory.
In most circumstances, states are more cautious than the theory
implies. Thus they often fail to take advantage of military "windows
of opportunity" to coerce or attack their adversaries.14 They usually
avoid pushing the other side as hard as they can or approaching the
brink of war as closely as deterrence theory would lead one to
expect. On the other hand, they sometimes lash out and challenge
their adversary's commitments when they have no reasonable
grounds for believing these efforts will succeed.15 Similarly, in some
circumstances states are blind to threats that call for deterrence
policies, and on other, probably more frequent occasions, they
exaggerate the dangers they are facing and downgrade their own
strength. In either case, deterrence will be hindered in ways that
standard theories cannot explain.

Still other puzzles are presented when the military strategies
espoused are not matched to the environment but rather create
problems for the state that could have been avoided. Thus Jack
Snyder shows that states may adopt offensive strategies in situations
in which defense would actually prove stronger.16 The result is to
fuel unnecessary arms competitions, increase the danger of spirals
of fear that can lead to preemption, and decrease rather than
increase the state's security.

Of course, in an uncertain world the utility of the rationality
postulate is not undermined by the profusion of cases in which the
policy turns out to have been ill designed. Given the information
available and the dilemmas posed by the external environment,
policies will often fail. But in many cases there is more to it than
this—the beliefs and policies are so removed from what a careful
and disinterested analysis of the situation reveals that the failure is
hard to fit into the framework generated by rationality. Thus
puzzles for deterrence theory arise when errors are the rule rather

6
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than the exception, when statesmen frequently see their environ-
ment in bizarre ways, continue to follow policies in the face of
mounting evidence that they are failing, or ignore obvious and
attractive alternatives.

Indeed, as Betts has argued, almost by definition many deter-
rence failures are likely to represent exceptions to most general-
izations.17 Statesmen are aware of many of the conditions under
which deterrence usually holds. If they are taken by surprise, the
reason is less likely to be their ignorance than the lack of fit between
the attacker's behavior and the statesmen's expectations generated
by their experience and beliefs about international politics. The very
fact that policy makers think their deterrence would succeed some-
times makes them complacent, thus permitting attackers to take
advantage of them. This means that while theorists might be able to
dismiss the significance of a few exceptions, statesmen must be alert
to them. Furthermore, scholars who are concerned with explaining
deterrence failures are also unable to put these exceptions aside.

Finally, some puzzles are interactive in nature. That is, the full
extent to which they are incompatible with most versions of deter-
rence theory is revealed only when one looks at the way each state's
behavior is linked to that of others. One such puzzle starts out from
the obvious point, which itself is a troublesome one for deterrence
theory, that leaders within a country often disagree about policies to
be followed to deter the adversary. (Indeed they may disagree about
whether deterrence is needed, a point to which I will turn in the next
chapter.) Many of these conflicting policies can be reconciled with
the logic of deterrence, but this only serves to underline the vague-
ness of the theory on crucial points and to stress that it cannot tell us
ahead of time what policy the state will adopt. This leads to further
problems for deterrence theory because it implicitly assumes that
statesmen can predict—presumably by using the theory—how
others will respond to their policies. But if the outcome of the
internal debate is not explicable in terms of the deterrence theory,
then states find it hard to adopt policies it suggests, because the
success of these policies depends in part on how others will behave.

Another interactive puzzle is that, on the one hand, complex and
sophisticated strategies of coercion usually fail because they make
excessive demands on the state's ability to understand its environ-
ment and to coordinate its policy instruments, but, on the other
hand, statesmen are slow to realize this and so many attempt policies
of this type. Such complex policies are consistent with standard
deterrence theory, and so the fact that states adopt them is partial
confirmation of the theory. But the failure of these policies, and the

7
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refusal of decision makers to see that they are too complicated to
work, cannot easily be explained by it. A nice example is provided by
the U.S. attempt to make force support diplomacy in Vietnam.18 The
U.S. policy of combining negotiations with pressure—sometimes in
the forms of explicit threats, more often in the form of bombing
(which both inflicted pain and carried the implicit threat to inflict
more if the North continued to be recalcitrant)—looks like a text-
book case of coercion. But the policy failed, not only because the
North was willing to absorb a startling amount of punishment,19 but
also because U.S. statesmen could neither understand the North's
framework of beliefs nor coordinate the complicated series of U.S.
actions that the policy called for. The latter problem meant that the
careful "orchestration" of threats and promises was so mistimed in
its implementation that each part of the policy defeated rather than
reinforced the other. And the former problem meant that even if
the coordination had been better, the effect on the North might not
have been the intended one. Although current theories of coercion
can, then, explain why the policy was adopted, they cannot tell us
why it failed or why the decision makers were so slow to see the
problems.

The Need to Examine Decision Making

Even in the absence of these puzzles, a second reason for looking
at how decision makers act in deterrence situations is that such
investigations are needed to supply some of the information that
standard deterrence theory must assume as given. The theory says
very little about such matters as how and when states decide that
their vital interests are at stake, when deterrence needs to be in-
voked, and when a conflict can safely be avoided by a discreet
retreat. Indeed, it assumes the existence of a situation of high
conflict in which one or both sides are using threats. This is perfectly
legitimate—a theory has to start from somewhere, and deterrence is
not a theory of a state's entire foreign policy.20 But it means that
deterrence theory must beg a lot of questions, perhaps the most
important ones. I will return to the topic of threat perception in the
next chapter, but here I want to note that determining whether one
state is a menace is often extremely difficult for later scholars, let
alone for contemporary statesmen. The essential question for
British foreign policy before World War I and World War II, to take
just two examples, was whether Germany could be conciliated or
could be contained only by threats. Chamberlain was wrong when
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he gave the former answer, and it can be argued that his pre-
decessors were wrong when they reached the latter conclusion. The
pre-1914 policy was appropriate for the situation of the 1930s;
appeasement might have worked before 1914. In both cases, the
crucial factor in understanding the policy's adoption is the British
assessment of Germany; the crucial factor in understanding the
policy's effect is the accuracy of this judgment. Similarly, much of
the strategic debate in the United States turns on competing views of
Soviet intentions. Deterrence theory cannot tell us which view will
prevail or which is correct. To answer these questions we must
examine decision making on each side.

The importance and difficulty of determining the other side's
intentions raise a prescriptive dilemma, since the policy appropriate
for dealing with a state with one kind of intentions may be harmful
in dealing with one that seeks different goals. Two implications
follow. First, statesmen should usually combine threats with re-
assurances, although doing so in a way that would deter without
increasing unnecessary conflict is extremely difficult.21 Second,
statesmen should devote a great deal of time and resources to trying
to determine what the other's intentions are. That this is rarely done
cannot be fully explained by the difficulty of the task, forbidding as
it is. Rather, in most cases decision makers act on two premises: first,
that the other state does not need to be reassured because it can
easily tell that the decision maker's own state is not a menace; and
second, that the inferences drawn by the decision maker about the
other's intentions are almost certainly correct. In fact, these prem-
ises are often incorrect, and only an analysis of decision making can
explain why statesmen so frequently adopt them.

Deterrence theory also assumes that states are—and should be—
terribly concerned about their reputations for living up to their
commitments. At first glance, this seems both to follow from the
basic argument of the theory and to be imposed on decision makers
by the nature of the situation that they are in. If a state defaults on
one commitment, other states will be less likely to believe it in the
future. The credibility of one threat is linked to that of others, and
states therefore must be willing to pay high costs for minor stakes if
they are to deter others from challenging their vital interests. In-
deed, in most treatments, credibility is closely related to the concept
of commitments, with the argument that most threats and promises
will be believed if and only if they are part of a broader framework
supported by and, in turn, supporting other positions. There is
certainly some validity to this structural argument, but it is not
completely compelling. The world may not be as interconnected as it
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implies; statesmen may not draw such wide-ranging inferences
from the way others behave in minor disputes. To the extent that
states judge the probability that their adversaries will stand firm by
the relative importance to the two sides of the specific issue in
contention, then the states' reputations for living up to their com-
mitments are not crucial. Logic alone cannot tell us whether states-
men do this, and some of the little available evidence indicates that
they do not.22 Indeed the pattern may vary with situational, national,
and personal differences.

Once we know whether decision makers see the world as tightly
interconnected, we can tell how deterrence theory will be applied,
but the theory cannot tell us about the circumstances under which
this belief will flourish. Morgan points out that the costs of nuclear
war are so high that reputation should be relatively unimportant in
the decision to go to, or over, the brink.23 (Note again that, even if
this argument is correct, it does not demonstrate that statesmen
accept this reasoning. It is possible that decision makers would pay
more attention to reputation than a careful analysis of the situation
indicates that they should.)24 Furthermore, he argues, the pre-
occupation with reputation cannot be explained by general logic of
deterrence but is in part a peculiarly U.S. fetish that has to be
accounted for both by the situation the United States is in and by its
cultural and political traditions.

The Russians seem to be less concerned with their reputations and
more willing to retreat when the pressure on them is too great. They
did not seem inhibited from backing down in the Cuban missile
crisis25 and, contrary to the expectations of many observers, did not
cancel Nixon's trip to Moscow in the spring of 1972 when the United
States bombed North Vietnam and mined its harbors. Soviet leaders
do seem to think that it is vital, however, to maintain their position in
any country over which they have gained dominance.

Rational, deductive theories have been highly productive in eco-
nomics even though there are many puzzles and many variables
must be treated as exogenous. On a third point, however, deter-
rence differs from economics. The latter deals with phenomena that
are characterized by large numbers—of people, of transactions, and
often of firms. The laws being sought are statistical; they apply only
on the average, and individual deviations do not matter.26 This
greatly eases the problem posed by the assumption of rationality,
since only actors on the margin need be highly rational to produce
the predicted outcomes. This is not the case in international politics,
especially in situations that involve deterrence. When we talk about
wars, both those that occur and those that have been avoided, we
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care about specific cases. To an extent, then, political scientists will
share some of the concerns and methods of their colleagues in
history. Without giving up the search for generalizations, we also
want to know whether certain cases fit the general pattern or not.
This is a question that rarely arises in economics.

We care about specific cases for three related reasons. First, wars
kill large numbers of people. It is hard, then, not to be as concerned
about why a particular war occurred as we are about whether it is an
exception or a typical case. Second, wars can determine the course of
later events. Who wins and who loses, who is destroyed and who
comes out with resources intact, who decides that the gains are
worth fighting for again and who feels that the burdens are too
great—all have a great impact on the future of international politics.
As long as we cannot predict wars and their outcomes by general
theories, we must recognize the significance of particular conflicts.
Since wars that have the most impact often .kill the most people,
these two concerns reinforce each other. The ways in which deter-
rence strategies were or were not tried in the eras preceding the
world wars and the reasons why Germany initiated these conflicts
have interest beyond the extent to which they are instances of more
general phenomena. And third, we are concerned lest con-
temporary deterrence fail in a way that produces nuclear war. Here
again we must pay attention not only to the rules but also to the
exceptions. Presumably we should concentrate on the most likely
ways in which a nuclear war could break out, but we also want to
open our eyes to less probable dangers.

None of this is to deny the fruitfulness of theories of deterrence
that assume rationality and try to deduce state behavior from the
external environment. We could not begin the investigations re-
ported here without the baseline of expectations generated by these
theories. But they will rarely suffice for a full understanding and, in
many areas, are misleading. Melding them with a study of how
statesmen perceive others, process incoming information, and
reach decisions can give us a richer and more accurate under-
standing of deterrence.

Indeed, if we can build generalizations about the motivated and
unmotivated biases that create deviations from rationality, we can
probably use them to replace the rationality postulate in deterrence
theories while preserving the deductive structure of the theories
and so retaining the benefits of power and parsimony. In other
words, the close examination of the psychological factors at work in
a number of cases may provide us with sufficient understanding of
how people think to make it unnecessary for us to look as carefully at
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all the other cases. Rather, we will be able to assert, at least on a
probabilistic basis, what is likely to have happened and how the
outcome is to be explained.

The essays in this volume cannot develop a full-blown theory
along the lines we have indicated. Our knowledge of specific cases is
still limited, and our understanding of psychology and decision
making still falls far short of requirements. What we can do is to
show how our knowledge of psychology can illuminate a number of
the troubling omissions or puzzles in deterrence theory.



PERCEIVING AND COPING
WITH THREAT

Robert Jervis

• Deterrence theory takes the perception of threat for granted and
goes on to prescribe and explain the policies that are and should be
adopted. As was noted in the previous chapter, this is a legitimate
approach—any theory has to start from somewhere. But it leaves us
with the question of the circumstances under which states see others
as menaces to their security,1 a question that psychological theories
can help answer. At the start a methodological problem should be
noted: in order to determine what leads states to perceive others as
threats one needs to examine cases in which this perception is absent
as well as cases in which it is present. When one looks at only the
latter—which is common in this area, as in many others in social
science—the factors one locates may be necessary conditions but
may not separate the circumstances that lead to the feeling of
menace from those that do not. Although I will make the appropri-
ate controlled comparisons when possible, I will often lapse into this
error as well.

The most obvious way for states to judge whether others are a
threat would be by monitoring their capabilities. Using worst case
analysis, they could assume that others were preparing to do as
much harm to them as possible. Indeed, some versions of balance of
power theory imply that statesmen should and do draw inferences

I would like to thank Richard Betts, Alexander George, Richard Ned Lebow, Edward
Kolodziej, Jack L. Snyder, Janice Stein, and Ralph White for comments and
suggestions.
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in this way. But this does not seem to be the case. Although capa-
bilities are rarely ignored, they do not determine the image that is
formed. On the one hand, the United States could easily destroy
Britain, France, and West Germany, yet those countries do not fear
a U.S. attack; Britain and France could inflict grave damage on the
United States, but the United States wants to see those countries
increase rather than decrease their arms. On the other hand, in the
mid and late 1940s the United States came to see the Soviet Union as
hostile even while realizing that it was weak. Indeed, it was even
weaker than Americans thought; and, to a significant extent, per-
ceptions of Soviet strength seem to have been more the product than
the cause of perceptions of Soviet hostility.2

Judging others' intentions is notoriously difficult. Any number of
methods of inference can be used, all of them fallible. Statesmen can
concentrate on what they believe is the other's objective situation if
they believe that the external environment is the most important
source of its behavior; they can look to its past behavior if they think
national character or stable domestic attributes are crucial; they can
study the goals, beliefs, and personalities of their opposite numbers
if they think idiosyncratic characteristics matter. Of course, all three
kinds of variables may and probably do influence foreign policy, but
statesmen are no more able than scholars to construct useful hy-
potheses based on an excessive number of factors. Unfortunately,
however, at present we know too little about decision makers'
implicit views about the level of analysis problem to make this a
useful vantage point for our investigation.3

Attribution and Threat Perception: How, Not What
4

Although we cannot be sure what else statesmen do, they often
use the recent behavior of others as important sources of infor-
mation. They take the pattern they think they observe and project it
forward into the future. When high costs are incurred, observers
will assume that major objectives must be being sought; even if the
costs are low, when the immediate stakes seem still smaller, more
far-reaching goals will be imputed. Small incidents, then, will have
large implications if they are taken as indicating that the other will
harm the state later.

A related form of reasoning has been located by Raymond Cohen.
He argues that a major cause of the perception of threat is the belief
that the other has broken a rule of the game of international
politics.5 Although it is difficult to determine the existence of such
rules a priori, I think it is true that statesmen are often more worried
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about how the other acts than about what it does. That is, the actual
gains the other makes—or the losses it inflicts on the state—are often
less troublesome than the methods by which they were pursued. A
state is likely to be seen as a threat if it displays a willingness to ignore
accepted procedure, a disregard of what are usually considered the
legitimate rights of others, and an exceptionally high propensity to
accept risks in order to improve its position. It is interesting to note,
for example, that the principal grounds on which President
Kennedy protested the Russians' putting missiles into Cuba were
not that this had a direct impact on military balance, but rather that
the kind of behavior it represented was a menace. He stressed that
the deployment contradicted "the repeated assurances of Soviet
spokesmen," was "secret, swift, and extraordinary," and constituted
"deliberate deception."

What is at work here is the quite rational way decision makers go
about attributing causes to the behavior of others. They analyze it in
a form something like an equation, assuming that what the other
expects to gain from an action must be at least equal to the expected
costs and risks. By examining the other's behavior, statesmen can
then develop a picture of the value the other places on various
objectives. The assumption that the other side is consistent, if not
rational, means that high threat is likely to be inferred when the
other's reaction seems disproportionate to the objective—if the
other will be unpleasant when the stakes are fairly minor, the
reasoning goes, it will be more unruly when disregard for estab-
lished procedures can bring it greater immediate advantages. This is
the significance of the unease over the possibility that the Soviet
Union is using chemical and/or biological warfare in Afghanistan
and Southeast Asia. If one concentrated on the actual changes in the
distribution of power, what would matter would be the growth of
Soviet influence in these areas, not the particular weapon being
employed. In this approach the limited size of the gain in Soviet
power would dampen the perception of threat. But in fact it mag-
nifies fears, as statesmen believe that the USSR's willingness to break
a treaty in order to make a marginal advance shows how little she
values international understandings. It is then hard for the West to
rely on anything other than the threat of direct and immediate
responses to temper Russian pursuit of narrow self-interest. Had
the situation confronting the Soviet Union been more desperate or
the expected gains greater, then the expectations for the future
would have been less disturbing.

Nice examples of this attribution process are provided by Sir Eyre
Crowe's long memorandum of January 1907.6 Although famous
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among political scientists as an analysis of the need for Britain to
follow a balance of power policy, it is really a fascinating and
detailed—if biased—analysis of German behavior. Crowe pointed
out that Germany had not reciprocated British concessions even in
areas that were not of primary importance to her. It would have
been understandable if Germany had refused to make concessions
on issues that were vital to her—on such questions great powers are
expected to do whatever they must. But when the objects pursued
are of lesser importance, a failure to pay proper heed to the interests
and sensitivities of others is much more troublesome. The lack of
proportion between the immediate object that Germany gained and
the costs that she incurred and imposed was most readily explained
by seeing Germany as a bully, unwilling to accommodate others even
when this could be done at a reasonable price. Perhaps Germany did
not understand the normal rules of international politics; perhaps
she thought that refusing to reciprocate concessions would establish
her dominance over others. In either case, this pattern of behavior
was alarming and could be coped with only by firmness.

In much the same way, it is extremely worrisome to find another
state spending great sums of money for a project that can be justified
only if war occurs. (Of course, this indicates only that the other state
expects war, believes that high spending can prevent it, or is un-
usually sensitive to even slight dangers. It does not necessarily mean
that it is aggressive, although that is the more frequent inference.)
Thus the British ambassador to Russia in 1905 explained to the
foreign minister why Britain was so disturbed by Russian activities in
Central Asia. "There, a system of railways of purely strategic impor-
tance had been built by the Russian Government at the cost of great
sacrifices and had been brought down to the frontier of Afghani-
stan, which the Russian Government had repeatedly declared to be
outside their sphere of influence, and to the very gates of Herat."7 If
the railroad net had been cheap, or if there had been significant
commercial advantages to be gained by building it, then the British
could have attributed the Russian behavior to nonthreatening
motives.

Similar attributions underlay the British analysis of why the
German program of naval building before World War I was so
threatening: in the words of Winston Churchill, "a German fleet is a
luxury, not a national necessity, and is not therefore a fleet with a
specific object."8 The British argued—and believed—that since Ger-
many lacked important colonies and its adversaries on the continent
were not sea powers, there were no good security reasons for the
fleet, and it therefore had to be aimed at threatening Britain. If the
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fleet had been useful for some other mission, this conclusion would
not have been so compelling.

The same effect operates even more strongly when the state takes
an action that observers believe is against its own economic interest.
In 1945-46, for example, "Soviet ideologists believed Moscow
would be doing the Americans a favor by accepting economic
assistance" and thereby staving off a postwar depression.9 It fol-
lowed that these people believed that for the United States to refuse
aid would be to inflict significant costs on itself. Only a strongly felt
desire to harm the Soviet Union could then account for this be-
havior. Had the Russians realized that the Americans saw assistance
as a net cost, not a net benefit, the logical inference would have been
that the United States was unwilling to make sacrifices to assist the
Soviet Union, not that it sought to go out of its way to harm her.
(Ironically, U.S. decision makers wanted the Soviet Union to believe
that they would respond with firmness to Soviet demands, and so
the mistaken attribution may have been one that the Americans
desired.)

By the same chain of reasoning, the intent to harm will be attribut-
ed to an actor when observers believe that he could have reached his
ostensible goal without hindering someone else. Thus in 1766 one
American pamphleteer wrote about the Stamp Act, "If the real and
the only motive of the minister was to raise money from the colonies,
that method should have undoubtedly been adopted which was least
grievous to the people." Choice of a measure that would trigger
strong resistance, therefore, "has induced some to imagine that the
minister designed by this act to force the colonies into a rebellion,
and from thence to take occasion to treat them with severity, and, by
military power, to reduce them to servitude."10 The belief that there
were easier ways to have raised money leads to the inference that the
British had some wider purpose in mind.

The same analysis of alternative courses of action that the other
could have taken will be employed when another state rejects pro-
posals that the statesman believes will reach the ends that the other
claims to seek. For example, in 1946 many U.S. decision makers
argued that strong evidence for Soviet agressiveness was provided
by the Soviet rejection of a four-power treaty guaranteeing the
disarmament of Germany. As Secretary of State Byrnes put it to
Molotov, "Such a treaty as had been proposed and also the similar
treaty suggested for Japan . . . would effectively take care of the
question of [Russian] security." The obvious inference was that, as
Senator Vandenberg put it in his diary, "if and when Molotov finally
refuses this offer, he will confess that he wants expansion and not
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'security.' "n The refusal to take the alternative measures that, it was
believed, would reach the goal the Russians said they sought showed
that they had other concerns. Similarly, at the Potsdam Conference
Truman was very disturbed when the Russians refused to entertain
his proposal to neutralize the major waterways in Eastern and
Central Europe. This, Truman wrote in his memoirs, "showed how
[Stalin's] mind worked and what he was after. . . . What Stalin
wanted was control of the Black Sea straits and the Danube. The
Russians were planning world conquest."12 The Russian rejection of
the Baruch Plan led to similar inferences because the Americans also
thought that the proposal would meet legitimate Soviet security
needs. In retrospect, it seems obvious that the plan would have left
the Soviet Union highly vulnerable, and so later observers do not
think the rejection shed any light on Soviet intentions. But the U.S.
inference processes were not illogical; they were merely based on
mistaken premises.

Unmotivated Biases Affecting Threat Perception

As they seek to judge whether others are a threat, statesmen are
subject to both motivated (that is, affect-driven) and unmotivated
(that is, purely cognitive) biases.13 But a theory that shows how these
are combined, is still beyond our grasp. Indeed, even the unmoti-
vated biases can be presented only as a list of factors, albeit ones that
are consistent with one another and often produce reinforcing
effects. These biases arise because the problem of dealing with
complex and ambiguous information leads people to adopt short-
cuts to rationality that simplify perceptions in order to make more
manageable the task of making sense out of environments. The
resulting biases systematically affect deterrence and threat percep-
tion. By understanding them we can grasp some common patterns
and some common errors that, in principle, could be corrected.

Impact of Cognitive Predispositions

The most important unmotivated bias which influences several
aspects of deterrence, is that people's thinking is heavily theory-
driven. Our perceptions are strongly colored by our beliefs about
how the world works and what patterns it is likely to present us
with.14 The decision maker who thinks that the other side is probably
hostile will see ambiguous information as confirming this image,
whereas the same information about a country thought to be
friendly would be taken more benignly. On a more abstract level
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statesmen probably vary in their predisposition to perceive threat;
some believe the world is generally one of high conflict, and others
think common interests are more likely to prevail.15 Whatever the
sources of these outlooks—an important topic about which we know
little—they strongly affect threat perception.

Beliefs and predispositions exist on many levels, and when they
reinforce each other their influence is especially potent. Much of the
explanation of the reason most people were so slow to see the
Iranian revolution lies in such reinforcing beliefs. Not only were the
Shah and his regime perceived as strong, but also the specific image
was supported by the general belief—based on good historical
evidence—that leaders who control large and effective internal
security forces are not overthrown by popular protest. These pre-
conceptions were reinforced by several others that were more pecu-
liarly American: the menace to pro-Western governments comes
from the left; modernization enjoys the support of the strongest
political elements of society, and those who oppose it cannot be
serious contenders for power; religious motives and religious
movements are peripheral to politics. Although motivated errors
probably played a role in the later stages of revolution, given these
cognitive predispositions a recognition of the situation was bound to
be delayed until the evidence was overwhelming. (Indeed it appears
that those people in and out of the government who were relatively
quick to see that the Shah was in trouble differed from the majority
of analysts not in their desires or in their more careful examination
of particular bits of evidence, but in their long-standing rejection of
one or more of the predispositions.)

U.S. and Israeli perceptions during and before the 1973 war
similarly bring out the power of interrelated preconceptions. An
Arab attack seemed terribly implausible for the sensible reason that
it could not succeed. Egypt and Syria were weaker than Israel and
lacked the air power that was believed essential to fight a war. The
errors—which were widely held and are still easily understand-
able—were several. First, Arab military strength was badly mis-
judged. While the gap between the two sides was great, it was not as
enormous as had been believed. The predisposition was so deeply
ingrained that the image of the Arabs as weak and incompetent was
not shattered on October 6, at least not in the United States.
Throughout the first week of the war the United States kept expect-
ing Israel to go over to the offensive and establish its dominance.
Reports of heavy Israeli losses were discounted; rumors that Israel
had crossed the Suez Canal were accepted; desperate moves such as
the attack on Port Said were taken as showing that Israel was in
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control.16 The result was to render insensible U.S. diplomacy during
the first week as it slighted the problem of resupply and engaged in
elaborate maneuvers to stall the cease-fire moves in the expectation
that Israel would soon be winning the war.

A second and a third error show the way in which preconceptions
can limit imagination and empathy in ways that distort appreciation
of threats: outsiders understood neither the way Egypt would fight
nor its goals. They were right to see that a successful attack could not
be launched in the face of Israel's ability to control the air over the
battlefield, but they thought that the only way to contest this domi-
nance would be through a strengthened air force. The alternative
route to this goal of deploying a dense network of anti-aircraft
missiles had never been used before and was not given much
thought by observers. In parallel with the possibility of "designing
around" deterrent threats analyzed by George and Smoke, the
challenger need not accept a temporarily adverse military balance as
final. As Stein points out, the Egyptian generals at first agreed with
the outsiders' assessment that Egypt lacked military options. Sadat
fired them and brought in replacements who would keep looking
for ways to attack.17 Observers could not know this: neither were
they likely to be strongly enough motivated to spend months an-
alyzing various military plans to see whether any of them might
work. The Egyptian leaders had no choice but to carry out such
investigations.

The third error lay in a predisposition that seemed so obviously
true that few people gave it much thought. Even if observers had
realized how Sadat saw the military balance, they might not have
been alarmed. Success at the start of the war would inevitably be
followed by defeat thereafter, leaving Israel in an even better
military position. In addition to underestimating the strength of the
need Sadat felt to challenge the status quo—a frequent kind of
misjudgment—observers misunderstood his goal. For them, victory
was conceived of in a military sense. But, for Sadat, losing battles was
not necessarily incompatible with gaining his political objectives. As
Kissinger put it, "what literally no one understood was the mind of
the man: Sadat aimed not for territorial gain but for a crisis that
would alter the attitudes into which the parties were then frozen—
and thereby open the way for negotiations." Egypt could not ad-
vance reasonable diplomatic proposals while she was humiliated, a
condition only a bold military move could correct. But "our defi-
nition of rationality did not take seriously the notion of starting an
unwinnable war to restore self-respect."18 Since the observers' basic
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concepts and understanding of the situation were so different from
Sadat's, they could not perceive the threat he was posing.

Instead, they were preoccupied with a different kind of threat.
The Israeli government, and many U.S. analysts, thought that the
prime danger was of a spiral of fear and misunderstanding that
would lead to preemption.19 Egypt would therefore strike to salvage
whatever military advantage she could. Thus, as late as a day before
Egypt attacked, Israel thought that the source of the tension was the
Arabs' expectation that they were about to be attacked, and the
last-minute efforts of Israel and the United States were to reassure
the Arabs that this was not the case.

These predispositions had several consequences. Most obviously,
neither the United States nor Israel made concerted efforts to deter
an Arab attack since they thought such efforts not only were un-
necessary but also might bring on the conflict they wanted to avoid.
Second, because the Israelis and Americans believed that if war
came it would be preemptive, not premeditated, almost all evidence
for the latter kind of war was seen as indications of the former. Short
of the most unambiguous warnings, defenders of the status quo
could not tell that they were focusing on the wrong kind of threat.
Their incorrect images, then, played into the hands of those who
wanted to launch a surprise attack.20 Third, this case is an exception
to an important generalization. An acute consciousness of the extent
to which the state inadvertently threatens others is not common.
States are rarely willing to restrain military preparations that would
benefit them if war broke out in order to reduce the chance that the
other side will attack out of the fear of being struck. The security
dilemma is persuasive in international politics, but statesmen usually
underestimate rather than overestimate its impact. Fourth, while
the short-run result of the misperceptions was a costly war, over the
following several years the outcome was favorable to both Israel and
Egypt. Without the shock of a war that Israel did not dominate, that
country probably could not have brought herself to trade territory
for a treaty; without a partial military victory, Egypt could not have
regained the self-respect needed to allow her to accept Israel.
Accurate perceptions of threat and successful deterrence probably
would have been a barrier to more cooperative relations.

It is much easier to demonstrate the effects of cognitive pre-
dispositions than it is to explain their origins. Yet if the likelihood
that statesmen will perceive various kinds of threats is strongly
influenced by what they expect to see, it is particularly important not
to accept this variable as a given but to seek its determinants. It is
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possible that personality is important, in the sense of either ego-
dynamics or belief systems. The former phenomenon would call for
a psychoanalytic investigation, the latter for the use of a construct
like the operational code.21 I cannot develop either of the
approaches here but instead want to point to one sort of un-
motivated bias that will affect most people's predispositions—the
impact of international history. People are strongly influenced by
events that are recent, that they or their country experienced first-
hand, and events that occurred when they were first coming to
political awareness.22 The preceding war usually fits at least two of
these categories. Furthermore, the lessons people learn are usually
oversimplified and overgeneralized—they expect the future to re-
semble the past. So if a state recently fought an aggressor, it will be
prone to see states it later encounters as threats. States with years of
experience in a less hostile environment will be much less alarmed
by ambiguous stimuli. If decision makers conclude that the previous
war was unnecessary—that the other side could have been concili-
ated—they will be predisposed to see later conflicts as similarly
amenable to conciliation. Many statesmen saw World War I as
avoidable, and this fed appeasement. In turn, the obvious lesson of
the 1930s was that aggressors could not be appeased and so post-
World War II decision makers were predisposed to see ambiguous
actions as indicating hostile intentions.

The unmotivated bias produced by lessons from the preceding
war supplies much of the explanation for the unusual Israeli pre-
dispositions in 1973. In retrospect, many Israeli decision makers
concluded that the 1967 war could have been avoided.23 Nasser was
not, as they had not unreasonably concluded at the time, about to
strike. So after 1967 they were doubly alert to the dangers of
preemption: first, because they had acted from this motive, and
second, because their actions had been based on what they thought
was an overreaction to their adversaries' moves.

Representativeness and Availability

Predispositions constitute the most important unmotivated in-
fluence on perceptions, but two other unmotivated biases affect
both predispositions and perceptions. One is what psychologists call
availability: a person's inferences are influenced by the ease with
which various patterns come to mind. For example, if we are asked
whether there are more words that start with a given letter than
words in which that letter appears in the third position, we are likely
to answer the former (even if this is not correct) because it is easier to
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generate examples of words starting with a letter than to think of
ones in which it appears third. Similarly, we overestimate the fre-
quency of dramatic causes of death because they tend to stick in our
minds and we confuse ease of recall with frequency.24 When, as is
often the case, the speed with which phenomena come to mind
correlates with their frequency, availability supports accurate per-
ception. But this short cut to rationality often leads us astray. As we
have just seen, if a person has been strongly affected by a recent
event, it will be readily available as a model for later happenings. But
the experience will not have increased the likelihood that the model
will be appropriate.

What is highly available to a decision maker is his own plans and
intentions. He will see the behavior of others in light of what he is
thinking of doing himself and will use his own procedures and
approaches to interpret what they are doing. Thus before World
War II the British Air Ministry based its estimates of the size of the
German air force on the assumption that "the best criteria for
judging Germany's rate of expansion were those which governed
the rate at which the RAF [Royal Air Force] could itself form
efficient units."25 Similarly, when trying to determine how their
adversaries might use a new weapon, states usually start by asking
how they themselves would use it. For example, because the RAF
stressed strategic bombardment, the British were predisposed to
believe that Germany planned to attack their cities. Thus availability
influenced the kind of threat the other was seen as posing.

The propensity to perceive threats and the kind of threat likely to
be seen are also influenced by the bias of representativeness. Rep-
resentativeness means determining whether object or event A be-
longs to category B by the degree to which A resembles B. This
seems like common sense until it is remembered that unless the
resemblance is believed to be completely compelling, one also has to
consider the inherent likelihood that the phenomenon being exam-
ined is an instance of what it resembles. In other words, to give the
best judgment representativeness must be combined with a priori
probabilities or base rate statistics (the probability one would give
that A is a B before one received any specific information about A).
The exact way the two interact is given by Bayesian statistics, but
what is important here is that, under certain conditions, people are
insensitive to base rate data and concentrate almost exclusively on
representativeness. This process—and the meanings of the terms—
is illustrated by an experiment in which people are told that there is a
bowl containing thumbnail descriptions of 100 people, 70 of them
lawyers and 30 engineers. One description, taken at random, is
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read, and people are asked to estimate what they think the person's
profession is. "Jack is a 45-year-old man. He is married and has four
children. He is generally conservative, careful, and ambitious. He
shows no interest in political and social issues and spends most of his
free time on his many hobbies which include home carpentry,
sailing and mathematical puzzles."26

Most people say Jack is an engineer, because the sketch fits the
stereotype of someone in this profession; they ignore the fact that
the a priori probability or base rate is a 70 percent chance that he is a
lawyer. Their behavior would be fully rational only if they think the
short description is completely diagnostic—that is, if they believe
that everyone who fits the description is an engineer. But even if we
leave aside the brevity of the information provided, few people
think that there is a complete match between personality and pro-
fession. They must know that the information is less than a perfect
guide, but they still rely on it and pay little attention to the base rate,
as is shown by experiments in which the base rate data are altered
but the inferences drawn are largely unaffected.

When statesmen ignore the base rates, as they will usually do if
these data are not linked to their beliefs about how other states are
likely to behave,27 they will be excessively prone to perceive others as
having intentions that are quite rare. They will seize on dramatic bits
of behavior that indicate such intentions without paying heed to the
inherent likelihoods. As in the experiment discussed above, this
would be rational if it were believed that the behavior were com-
pletely diagnostic—that is, if the behavior were unambiguous and
were highly correlated with the intention. But this is often not the
case. Thus states can be unreasonable and belligerent in one case or
even a series of cases without being set on a highly aggressive course.
Base rates, then, need to be considered. Hitlers are very rare, but
when a state acts in a way that resembles this model,28 statesmen are
likely to infer that the state is very aggressive. They will not modify
the judgment that stems from resemblance by a consideration of the
base rates. The result will be that an excessive number of states will
be seen as highly aggressive.

Motivated Biases Affecting Threat Perception

Motivated biases also influence threat perception. The inferences
statesmen draw often serve functions other than reality appraisal.
Some shortcuts and errors can be explained not by the workings of
our cognitive processes, which are trying to make sense out of a
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complex and ambiguous world, but by affect and the subconscious
need to see the world in certain ways. Two such biases are par-
ticularly relevant to threat perception. First, the needs of decision
makers and their states can strongly influence whether others are
seen as threats, the kind of threats they are seen as presenting, and
the best way of dealing with the threats.29 For example, variations in
British perception of Russian hostility in the period preceding the
Crimean War cannot be explained by variations in Russian be-
havior. Nor can unmotivated biases account for the shifts, many of
which were quite rapid. Rather, the imperatives of British domestic
politics were crucial: perceptions changed in ways that reflected the
needs of British leaders in their internal conflicts.30 Ernest May
provides a similar explanation for the perceptions and positions
held by U.S. decision makers during the deliberations that led to the
Monroe Doctrine. Each person's beliefs were those that were most
helpful in the domestic maneuverings to succeed Monroe as presi-
dent.31 It is important to note that, when motivated biases are at
work, one cannot predict the person's perceptions from his general
belief system. Indeed, the inability of earlier views to account for
current ones is evidence for the operation of strong pressures, since
predispositions are usually very powerful. Of course, unambiguous
information can also produce perceptions that are at variance with
predispositions. But when this is the driving force, all people ex-
posed to the same information develop the same beliefs, irrespective
of their interest and needs.

When the motivated biases play a dominant role, many of the
beliefs that seem to provide the reasons for the choice of policy are
actually rationalizations. The policy comes first, often for reasons
that are politically illegitimate or psychologically painful to recog-
nize, and the justification follows, reversing the normal order in
which beliefs about other states precede and lead to the foreign
policy. Thus Richard Cottam found that the images of Egypt held by
British decision makers over the period 1876-1956 changed in a
way that followed and supported the needs of policy determined on
other grounds.32 When European tensions were low and the domes-
tic pressures on Britain to grant Egypt more freedom were con-
siderable, Egyptian society and leaders were seen as quite strong and
benevolent, thus making the desired policy seem possible. When the
European scene was tense and it was important for Britain to keep
tight control over her valuable colony, the Egyptians were believed
to be immature and irresponsible, and any devolution was thus
precluded. Of course, the policy still rests on some images and
beliefs, and it is important to try to see what they are and how they



26 • Psychology and Deterrence

are established, but the perception of threat from the target state is
an effect, not a cause.

Motivated errors can lead decision makers to underestimate or
overestimate threats. The latter can produce self-deterrence, as
occurred in Britain in the late 1930s.33 Although most British leaders
underestimated German hostility, they overestimated German air
power, and especially German intention and ability to attack British
cities. The appeasers were motivated to hold this view because it
reinforced their argument that war had to be avoided; the anti-
appeasers found it congenial because it fit with the belief that Hitler
was planning for a war with Britain. Of course errors like this can
occur at random. But the lack of evidence that Germany had the
necessary air capability and the sloppy analysis that was accepted
uncritically indicate—although they do not prove—that the error
was at least in part a motivated one.

Under other circumstances, states will be motivated to perceive a
threat as smaller or less troublesome than it actually is. When
statesmen become committed to a given policy, they will feel strong
psychological pressures to perceive that the threats they face can be
overcome.34 Thus I doubt if it is an accident that people who believe
that costly domestic needs require immediate attention and that
total government spending cannot be increased are likely to esti-
mate foreign threats as lower than those who do not share these
beliefs. The same phenomenon can have even more dramatic mani-
festations, as is shown by the Japanese reaction to the dilemma they
faced in 1941. Committed to gaining control over China and faced
by the U.S. oil embargo^they saw no alternative to seizing the Dutch
East Indies, which in turn required a war with Britain and the
United States. If this were not to be thought suicidal, the threat of
the war had to be seen as manageable. Thus Japanese leaders came
to believe that the United States would fight a limited war and make
peace on the basis of Japanese control over East Asia. But U.S.
public opinion and world view indicated that she would not do so,
and, even more tellingly, the Japanese undertook no careful inves-
tigation into the likely U.S. reaction.35 Thus it seems likely that the
error was motivated.

Not only the perception of threat but also the way to meet it can be
affected by motivated biases. Thus, Snyder shows, the great powers'
adoption of offensive military strategies before World War I cannot
be explained by the evidence available to them compounded by
unmotivated distortions.36 One must also consider the interests of
the military organizations that predisposed them to believe in the
efficacy of the offensive. The military ethos generally supports
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attacking rather than leaving the initiative to others, perhaps
because, without special spurs to action, the horror of having to
attack prepared positions would lead generals to be too passive.
More specific motivations were also at work, especially in the French
case, where offensive tactics and the belief that Germany could not
make a sweeping attack through Belgium served the important
function of reducing the role of reserves. This reduction was needed
to preserve the traditional role and power of the regular French
army, which was then under strong domestic pressure. The result
was that the powers adopted military postures that magnified the
security dilemma, made it impossible for the states to deter their
adversaries without simultaneously provoking them, and cost them
dearly in the actual fighting.

When motivated biases are at work, it is particularly hard for
others to predict the state's behavior. The state is acting irrationally,
often following internal imperatives whose strength, if not nature, is
shielded from outsiders. Observers who look at the external
situation, the state's interests, and even its previous behavior will,
then, be led to incorrect conclusions. Furthermore, motivated biases
usually lead to the belief that others will allow the state's policy to
succeed. It is particularly difficult for the adversary to empathize
with this perception because it knows that it will not cooperate, that it
will use its full force to prevail. The predictable result of Pearl
Harbor was, after all, the destruction of the Japanese empire, and so
people who followed out the lines of rational calculation would not
have expected the attack. This is one reason why moves that gain
their success through surprise often succeed in the short run but
then lead to disaster. They gain surprise because they are
implausible; they are implausible because there are good reasons for
not carrying them out. Over a longer period, the larger
considerations that pointed to the unwisdom of the act make
themselves felt, as they did by the end of World War II. Similarly,
Janice Stein's first chapter shows how badly flawed was the Egyptian
reasoning preceding the War of Attrition.37 So it is not surprising
either that the Israelis failed to foresee the campaign or that the
Egyptian policy eventually failed.

Biases after Threats Have Been Perceived

The same kinds of biases, both motivated and unmotivated, affect
deterrence policies in their later stages, after the threat has been
perceived. Limitations of space require brevity, and so I will focus on
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deterrence theory's implication that states should and do develop
complex bargaining strategies that are "fine tuned" to the
environment.

Statesmen often believe that they can design and implement a
policy that exerts just the right amount of pressure on the other
side—enough to restrain but not to lead the other to believe that an
all-out conflict is inevitable. If the policy is slightly altered in one
direction or the other, the argument goes, it will fail. In fact, such
precision is usually beyond our grasp. As the chapters of this book
show, the impediments to the proper evaluation of the environment
often defeat such attempts and, when decision makers are aware of
these problems, limit the extent to which they are employed.

The hold of predisposition is probably the most important char-
acteristic that makes it doubtful that deterrence can be supported by
detailed strategy carefully matched to the changing nuances of the
situation. As was noted earlier, a person's interpretation of specific
bits of information is strongly influenced by that individual's
general beliefs about the way the world works and what other states
are likely to do. If these beliefs are correct, the person is likely to be
able to do quite a good job of predicting the behavior of others,
interpreting their messages, and designing actions that will make
the desired impressions on them. But the images states have of each
other are frequently inaccurate. Even when the general outlines are
correct, crucial details are usually inexact in ways that can defeat
policies. Before World War II U.S. policy makers realized that
Japan was very hostile but were wrong in many details of their
beliefs. The underestimation of Japanese military capability—in
particular to stretch the range of the Zero and to develop a torpedo
that would run in shallow water—contributed to the surprise of
December 7. The failure to understand Japanese economic problems
led the United States to ignore one possible path of conciliation.
Most importantly, the inability to grasp the strength of the Japanese
motivation to expand led U.S. statesmen to downgrade the danger
that Japan would strike if cornered.

Furthermore, a state needs not only to develop an accurate image
of the other but also to grasp the other's world view and view of the
state, since these images influence the other's behavior in general
and its reactions to the state in particular. A nice example is provided
by the U.S. attempt to increase slowly the pressure on Spain in the
dispute over Cuba in 1898. A culminating move in this policy was the
quasi ultimatum that McKinley included in his annual message to
Congress. The policy failed, and one reason was that the
communication did not register. In the Spanish archives Ernest May
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found the translation of the message that had circulated to the
cabinet. "It has innumerable marginal marks and underlinings, but
none around McKinley's warning of "other and further action" in
the "near future." The Spanish government was not yet concerned
with anything McKinley said or did, except as it seemed likely to
affect rebel morale [in Cuba]. Since the message contained passages
discouraging recognition and praising the offer of autonomy, the
Foreign Minister advised the Spanish ambassador in Paris that the
cabinet found it Very satisfactory.' "38

The U.S. strategy was not foolish or irrational. The message
seems clear enough to later scholars, at least American ones. But
because it was designed with the U.S. frame of reference in mind
rather than the Spanish, it was not read as it was written. The
concept of availability is relevant here. Because the Americans did
not understand the Spanish beliefs and concerns and instead were
guided by their own, the inferences that were easily available to the
Spanish were obscure to the Americans and vice versa. It would have
been very hard for the U.S. diplomats to see the world through
Spanish eyes, but without their doing so all but the most blunt and
direct messages were likely to be missed or misinterpreted.

It is particularly difficult and particularly important for the state
to determine how the other sees it. This task is difficult because the
relevant evidence is not easy to obtain, a state's beliefs about itself are
so powerful that it is hard to imagine others having a different view,
and a state's self-image carries a heavy load of affect. But if the state
does not understand how the other sees it, it is not likely to be able to
predict how the other will interpret the actions it plans to take. Since
one of the purposes of these actions is to influence the other, the
failure to grasp the other's image of the state will often make it
impossible for the state to design effective deterrence policies. This
is especially true if these policies depend on conveying precise and
subtle messages.

U.S. policy in 1941 is again relevant. For the United States to have
developed an appropriate deterrence policy, decision makers would
have had to realize that the Japanese were ready to go to war in the
belief that the United States would be willing to keep the conflict
limited. I think it is fair to say that this idea never crossed the minds
of the U.S. leaders. The discrepancy with the U.S. self-image was so
great that a considerable feat of imagination would have been
required to come up with it. And had it occurred to the Americans, it
probably would have been rejected out of hand.39 Motivated as well
as unmotivated processes are involved here. To think that others
might hold this view opens the possibility that it has some validity. To
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have abandoned our friends and commitments would have been dis-
honorable, and to think that others would expect this implies that
our traditions and past behavior were not without ambiguity. But
without understanding the Japanese image of the United States,
U.S. decision makers could not see what they needed to threaten
and what message they needed to convey.

Carrying out a complex policy and adjusting your moves to those
of your adversary assumes the ability to judge how he is responding.
But here the problem discussed in the previous paragraphs becomes
compounded. Because statesmen believe that they understand the
other side's view of the world, they usually assume that their
messages have been received and interpreted as intended. If the
other ignores a signal, statesmen often conclude that it has been
rejected when in fact it may not have been received. U.S. leaders
interpreted in this way the Spanish nonresponse to its threat
described earlier. When there is a response, but not the desired one,
the state is likely to draw conclusions based on the assumption that
the adversary acted in full understanding of what the state had
sought. When this assumption is wrong, the information derived
from the other's behavior is likely to mislead the state further rather
than correct its initial misapprehensions.

Indeed, this problem, along with others created by the strong
influence of preexisting beliefs, would be much smaller if sustained
interaction validated correct images and altered incorrect ones.
States could then probe their environments; subtle signals that did
not find their targets would yield information that would provide
the foundations upon which complex bargaining strategies could be
erected. But Snyder and Diesing's examination of crises indicates
that this pattern is the exception.40 More frequently errors are not
corrected; one cannot build a theory on the assumption that feedback
will reduce rather than magnify false beliefs.

Deterrence requires both understanding the other side's view of
the state and predicting its view of the state's policy. Unfortunately,
often each side will have a different view, with the result that the
actual impact of the policy greatly differs from the expected one.
Most commonly, the state is likely to view its policy as the legitimate,
and indeed obvious, defense of its vital interests, while its adversary
will see an attempt to alter the established patterns.

Such discrepancies almost surely arose from the U.S. attempts to
deter a Soviet invasion of Poland in late 1980. The United States saw
this as a legitimate attempt to maintain limited freedom in Poland
and restrict the use of force to change the status quo. But it is likely
that Soviet perceptions differed: the Russians had reason to see a
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change in the pattern of U.S. acceptance of the Soviet sphere of
influence in Eastern Europe. Although the United States had always
objected to such Soviet control, from the early 1950s it never made
serious efforts to challenge it. Indeed, one argument for the
Helsinki Agreements was that they decreased Soviet paranoia by
providing reassurances that the United States would not seek to
undermine its sphere. Such efforts are especially important because
of their links to the policy of deterring Soviet expansion: if the
United States is to convince the Soviets that it will punish any
attempt at forcible growth, it must also convince them that sanctions
will not be applied if the USSR is restrained. For the United States to
do otherwise is to run the risk that the Russians will think that
Western hostility is rooted not in the fear that the USSR is an
expansionist power but in the desire to encroach on established
Soviet positions.

Motivated biases further distort information to the detriment of
policies that require precise understanding of the environment.
Values often conflict with one another; the world is rarely so benignly
arranged that the policy that is best on one value dimension is also
best on others. Yet decision makers tend to avoid seeing such value
trade-offs. The policy they favor is seen as furthering multiple
independent values.41 Two points are relevant here. First,
deterrence theory requires the statesmen to balance the risks of
confrontation with the costs and risks of concessions. In fact, one
often finds this done only implicitly, without analysis or careful
thought. People who advocate standing firm often deny that their
policy is more risky than that of making concessions. Instead, they
argue that retreating, while avoiding the immediate danger, only
increases it in the longer run. In a similar manner, those who favor
conciliation see the cost of retreating as relatively minor. To put this
another way, those who favor standing firm usually evaluate the
risks of doing so as lower and the costs of retreating as higher than
do those who advocate conciliation. Logically, differing on only one
dimension would be sufficient to determine the person's choice.
That there are differences on both dimensions implies that
something more than logic is at work.42

The effect is that the careful calibration of risks and the balancing
of expected gains and losses are thrown off. Although decision
makers believe they are paying attention to several important
values, in fact their actions seem to be driven by only one or two. The
statesman reaches his decision largely on the basis of the value that is
most salient to him and then brings his evaluations of the other value
dimensions into line with this. Inertia is thereby increased because
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the person underestimates the problems with his favored policy.
Thus a state that has embarked on a policy of either confrontation or
conciliation will maintain it in the face of a great deal of evidence
that it is failing. The case of the appeasers in Britain is well known.
Here the danger of getting into a disastrous war with Germany were
uppermost in the minds of Chamberlain and his colleagues and led
them to underestimate the risk of encouraging aggression. Similarly,
once a state is committed to a belligerent policy, it will downgrade
the risks involved and come to believe, in the face of massive
evidence to the contrary, that the other side will not dare to go to
war.43 Here the advantages of an unyielding policy and the
disadvantages of conciliation determine the policy. But in neither
kind of case are the relevant values carefully balanced against one
another. Because the world is not as benign as these perceptions,
values are sacrificed. But this is not done as explicitly as deterrence
theory implies, and the choice is not sensitive to new information
about the environment.

A related effect is for deterrence to fail because states become
overextended. By refusing to see that some commitments must be
withdrawn in order to allow others to be protected, states take on too
many burdens and too many enemies. Germany before World War I
and Great Britain in the interwar period are examples. Although
both states were in difficult situations, the former because of
geography and the latter because of its heritage as the leading world
power, they might have avoided disastrous wars by conciliating any
one of their adversaries. In these cases, domestic considerations
made such choices difficult, but the psychological inhibitions against
fully recognizing the problem removed some of the urgency that
should have energized the search for a way to balance resources and
commitments.

It seems likely that both motivated and unmotivated processes are
at work in the tendency to avoid value trade-offs. What probably
happens is that one value dominates the choice of the policy and that
perceptions of other value dimensions are brought into line with the
initial preference in order to minimize psychological distress. We
can see this by returning to the British example in the previous
paragraph. In part because of the horrors of World War I, the
appeasers felt they had to do everything in their power to reduce the
chance of war. Furthermore, the model of an avoidable war was
highly salient to them. The resulting imperatives drove the policy of
appeasement and colored the estimates of the policy's dangers and
costs. Similarly, when the disadvantages of conciliation are seen as
overwhelming, the belief that firmness can succeed follows the
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adoption of a belligerent policy. In both kinds of cases the decision
makers avoid the psychological pain of dwelling on the costs of their
policies. Chamberlain did not have to acknowledge to himself that
he was purchasing the value of avoiding an inadvertent war by
increasing the chance of German aggression; in 1962 Nehru did not
have to realize that he was gaining territory on the frontier and
domestic support at the cost of risking a war with China.

Conclusion

Parsimony and a coherent theory are still beyond our grasp. But
we hope this book shows that examining how people think opens the
way to a richer and more accurate understanding of how deterrence
works, of when it is thought to be necessary, and of when and why it
fails. The need for people to simplify the enormous amount of
information they receive and the psychological pressures that result
in motivated distortions mean that there will be serious discrep-
ancies between the perceived and the actual environment. The
problem is multilateral and interactive. That is, we are not dealing
with one state that is perceiving a passive environment, but with
many states that are perceiving and reacting to one another. To
interpret what others are doing, judge how others are perceiving
them, and predict how others will interpret their behavior, states
have to understand the beliefs and images that others hold, which
may be very different from those held by the state. As these
processes continue over time, furthermore, errors are likely to be
compounded, not corrected. The difficulty in determining the
other side's intentions underscores the need to try to develop
policies that can both deter and reassure, that can communicate that
the state will resist encroachments on its vital interests but has no
desire to challenge the vital interests of the other. Snyder's
discussion of the "imperialist's dilemma" reminds us that such a
policy would not be a cure-all.44 But it is a feasible one when conflicts
of interest are significant but not overwhelming and when mutual
security is mutually acceptable. Mixing promises and threats,
rewards and punishments, is necessary, but combining them so that
they reinforce rather than defeat each other is particularly difficult.
A first step is to grasp the other side's values, beliefs, and
perceptions and to understand the motivated and unmotivated
biases that influence information processing and decision making.
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• The attempt to prevent war through the threat of force is by now
an all too familiar strategy in contemporary international life. For-
mal theories that prescribe deterrence as strategy reason de-
ductively, speak to the motivation of both the challenger and the
defender in an adversarial relationship, and treat both as rational.
Paradoxically, however, although formal theories are well articu-
lated, the axiomatic logic parsimonious, and the prescriptive thrust
evident, the workings of deterrence continue to remain elusive.

This chapter and the next seek to illuminate how deterrence
works, to contribute to an explanatory theory of deterrence that is
empirically rather than deductively derived. To do so, I look em-
pirically at the calculations of the two protagonists in a deterrent
relationship, the challenger and the defender, and attend in the first
instance to the practice rather than the theory. In this chapter I
begin with an examination of the calculations of Egypt's leaders
from 1969 to 1973, five years in which they considered a use of force
five times. I pay careful attention not only to those instances where
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they chose to attack—where deterrence failed—but also to the cases
where they refrained from a use of force—where deterrence held.
In the next chapter I proceed to look at the estimates of Israel's
leaders during much of the same period when they sought to deter
military attack. Inevitably, though, I weave back and forth to some
extent as I explore the dynamics of an interdependent relationship;
these two chapters can best be conceived as the two sides of the same
deterrence equation. They are animated by a common intellectual
agenda: first, to explore the divergences between the expectations
of formal theories of deterrence and the reality of its practice in an
interdependent relationship over time; and second, to determine
whether there were systematic perceptual biases in decisions about
the use of force by the challenger or the defender—or both—and
whether these biases were sufficiently important to defeat deterrence.

I begin with an examination of the calculations of Egypt, in this
relationship the challenger contemplating a resort to force. Formal
theories of deterrence speak clearly to this set of calculations. Elab-
orated largely through deductive reasoning, they build on the
central proposition that, when a challenger considers that the likely
benefits of military action will outweigh its probable costs, deter-
rence is likely to fail. If, on the other hand, leaders estimate that the
probable costs of a use of force are greater than its putative benefits,
deterrence succeeds. Crucial to these estimates of a challenger is the
credibility of a defender's commitment, either to punish or to deny.
Credibility in turn, formal theories hold, is generally a function of a
challenger's estimate of a defender's capability and resolve. At its
core, then, the concept of deterrence assumes that a rational chal-
lenger weighs all elements of the deterrence equation equally and
pays attention to probability, cost, and benefit in choosing whether
or not to use force. The deterrence argument, an fond, is one of
motivation.

Precisely because it is a theory of motivation, deterrence cannot
rest on axiomatic logic alone but must deal with the metaphysics and
the psychopolitics of a challenger's calculations. Consequently, it is
very much the abstract formalism and parsimonious logic of deter-
rence that has generated so much criticism among experts. Many
consider deterrence ahistorical because, in the articulation of a set of
logical maxims, it ignores important differences among challengers
over time. It is also apolitical in its inadequate treatment of the
political context of decisions and the political environment that
shapes and alters the valuation of interests. It is remiss, behavioral
scientists tell us, in its failure to treat fundamental cognitive proc-
esses, processes that compromise the capacity for the kind of
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rational calculation required by formal theories of deterrence. Cog-
nizant of these difficulties, scholars turned from formal theory to
empirical investigation of the workings of deterrence.1

The central building block of theories of deterrence is the sub-
jective estimates challengers make of the likely costs and benefits of
the consequences of military action. To assess these estimates of
probability and value, one needs to know first how leaders identify
their interests and perceive the issues and how they evaluate their
military capabilities and the military balance. To examine their
decisional calculus, one needs to know as well whether leaders
consider alternatives to a use of force. And, to understand their
choice, one must establish the weight they give to different elements
of the deterrence equation: How do they weigh the interests at stake,
the military balance, the importance of the available bargaining
space, the alternatives to force, and their calculations of expected
gain and loss?

Three sets of questions guide the examination of these factors.
First, do leaders consider each of these factors? These elements
may be part of their conceptual schema, or they may be omitted
entirely from the analysis. If leaders do consider these factors, do
they, as the rationality postulate expects, accord equal attention to
all the critical components? Or, as much of psychological theory
expects, are leaders selective in their attention? Are they sys-
tematically biased in what they include and what they ignore?
Second, are there differences in the pattern of perception when
leaders choose to use force and when they refrain from military
action? This is not a trivial question if one holds that psychological
processes are a necessary component in an explanation of deter-
rence failure. Finally, wherever hindsight permits, I propose to
assess the accuracy of leaders' subjective judgments. Do senior
leaders seriously miscalculate, and if they do, what is the impact of
miscalculation on the outcome of deterrence? Does miscalculation
defeat deterrence? If leaders had assessed interest, capabilities, or
bargaining space more accurately, if they had been less biased in
making critical decisions, would they likely have refrained from a
resort to force?

Before an empirical investigation of the practice of deterrence
can properly proceed, at least two conditions must hold. First, a
challenger must actively consider a use of force, and second, a
defender must actively try to prevent that use of force through a
threat of military retaliation. If defenders are not trying to deter or
challengers are not considering force, then deterrence is, of course,
irrelevant. If these two conditions do obtain, however, not only the
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failures but also the successes of deterrence can be identified and
analyzed.2 From 1969 to 1973 Egypt's leaders seriously con-
templated the use of force at least five times, and Israel threatened
retaliation to deter military action. The context of the deterrence
relationship set the framework for the strategic choices Egypt con-
fronted.

The war of 1967 was one of miscalculation, an unplanned war that
was unintended by any of the belligerents. It began with tension on
Israel's border with Syria, escalated to an Egyptian blockade of the
Straits of Tiran, and ended with Israel's occupation of the Sinai
Peninsula, the Golan Heights, and the West Bank of the Jordan.
The changed map at the core of the Middle East reshaped the
strategic equation of the Arab-Israeli conflict and the memories,
perceptions, and calculations of the major belligerents. Israel be-
came the quintessential conservative power with an overwhelming
interest in deterring military attack, while the Arab states were even
less willing to accept the status quo after 1967 than they had been
before.

At the end of the war, the intelligence services of the United
States, the Soviet Union, Egypt, and Israel all agreed that Egypt's
military capability was inferior to that of Israel: Egypt could not
recapture the Sinai Peninsula in a general war. In formal terms, the
stage was set for the success of conventional deterrence. Yet Egypt's
leaders repeatedly considered a challenge to deterrence and at times
did choose to use force. In early 1969 President Nasser abrogated
the cease-fire and in March launched a war of attrition across the
Suez Canal. Israel's deterrent strategy had failed. In 1971, not quite
a year after Nasser's death, Anwar el-Sadat proclaimed a "year of
decision" and planned an air strike against Israel's military in-
stallations in the Sinai preparatory to a landing of paratroopers.
This time, Egypt's leaders chose not to attack as planned. Again in
1972 the president ordered the Egyptian general staff to prepare to
attack across the canal but cancelled the attack in mid-November
after dismissing his senior military commanders for refusing to
follow his orders. For the fourth time, in early 1973, Egyptian
military officers planned a surprise attack for limited military objec-
tives in coordination with Syria. And again, in May, the attack was
postponed. In the summer of 1973 Egypt and Syria jointly planned
an attack across the cease-fire lines, and on 6 October the two armies
launched a coordinated military attack. Five times, then, Egypt
planned military action, but only twice did Egyptian armed forces
actually attack. Israel's deterrent strategy may have succeeded three
times but it failed, and failed badly, twice. Why?



38 • Psychology and Deterrence

The major obstacle to a valid answer to this question lies in the
paucity of reliable evidence on the perceptions of Egypt's leaders
and the processes they used to make their choices. This problem
plagues the historian as well as the social scientist, and, other than
waiting the usual thirty years for the opening of archives, there is no
obvious and satisfactory solution. In Cairo, moreover, there are
special problems with the classification and referencing of govern-
ment documents. On the other hand, in Egypt fewer players were
involved in making these decisions. Power was concentrated heavily
in a few very senior officials and, except for a short period in
1970-71, particularly in the presidency. The president and senior
army officers have written autobiographies and memoirs, gener-
ating a great deal of heat and some light.3 Civilian advisers have also
written extensively. Mohamed Heikal, an influential adviser to both
President Nasser and President Sadat until 1974, regularly used the
editorial page of the semiofficial Al-Ahram to dissect government
attitudes and policies. In their accounts of important debates and
decisions, at times there are discrepancies between the president
and his senior military commanders or civilian advisers. When these
discrepancies do occur, I work with the president's reconstruction of
the decision since, for all but the short interval from September
1970 to May 1971, the power and authority of the president to
determine policy was unquestioned. In addition to the writings of
senior military and civilian leaders, the semiofficial Institute for
Strategic Studies at Al-Ahram in Cairo has an excellent collection of
legislative debates and speeches given by government leaders. Fin-
ally, some of the senior leaders have been interviewed, and although
these interviews are often illuminating, they are not especially valid
since the "remembered probabilities of once-future things" differ
quite markedly from the estimates leaders are likely to have made at
the time.4 With careful attention to the validity of different kinds of
evidence, I drew on these sources to reconstruct the calculation of
Egypt's leaders about the use of force.

Deterrence: A Challenger's Perspective

Estimates of Interests

The first important component in the calculations of leaders
contemplating a challenge to deterrence is their evaluation of the
interests at stake, an evaluation that logically should shape their
assessment of the cost and benefit of military action. One of the
weaknesses of formal prescriptive theories of deterrence is their
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inadequate attention to the interests at stake, especially those that
are "intrinsic" rather than "strategic."5 Intrinsic interest refers to the
tangibles at issue and their worth, while strategic interest includes
the bargaining reputation, the resolve, the credibility, and the
prestige of a participant in an ongoing conflict. Deductive state-
ments of the logic of deterrence can treat the interconnectedness
among interests and the importance of reputation in an ongoing
conflict, but they cannot speak to the initial evaluation challengers
make of the interests at issue. One must look beyond the formal
assumption of rationality to the psychological dynamics that may
influence leaders' estimates of their interests.

I begin by looking at a challenger's comparative assessment of the
interests at stake. Although formal theories of deterrence do not
address these estimates directly, by implication one would expect
first that leaders do compare interests.6 If they then consider their
opponent's interests to be more heavily engaged than their own,
they will estimate the defender's resolve to be high and the com-
mitment to retaliate credible and, other things being equal, will
forego military challenge.7 In an examination of crisis bargaining,
however, Snyder and Diesing uncover very few instances of explicit
estimation of the intensity of an opponent's interests. Rather, lead-
ers appear to assess their own resolve by considering the worth of
their interests but infer an opponent's likely resolve from its past
behavior. In his study of Argentinian decision making before the
occupation of the Falkland Islands, Lebow finds as well that leaders
in Buenos Aires paid little attention to the underlying interests of
Britain.8 Their evidence is consistent with psychological ex-
planations that suggest that leaders are likely to pay attention to
their own interests, interests that are psychologically salient, rather
than to those of their opponent. A challenger's assumption of a
favorable asymmetry of interest may be faulty in part because
interests are rarely compared explicitly. Insofar as leaders do evalu-
ate the interests of their adversary—and the estimates of these
interests by the opposing leadership—they are likely to under-
estimate their worth in comparison to the value they attach to their
own interests at stake in the conflict. Whether the bias is motivated—
a challenger may seek to justify a use of force—or unmotivated,
evaluations by leaders of the interests at issue will bear little re-
semblance to the expectations of formal theory.

When one looks at the calculations of Egypt's leaders from 1969 to
1973, one finds a poor fit between the expectations of deductive
theories and Egyptian estimates. First, Egypt's leaders engaged in
almost no comparison of interests; indeed, in only one case did they
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discuss asymmetries in the interests at issue. As Egypt was about to
launch the War of Attrition, Heikal noted that the importance
attached by Egypt to return of the conquered territories was greater
than Israel's readiness to defend the status quo.9 In the other four
cases, although the credibility of Israel's commitment was not at
issue, there is no Egyptian estimate of Israel's interests: the interests
of their adversary were not psychologically salient. Certainly Egypt's
leaders did not develop finely tuned calculations of relative interest
to estimate Israel's likely response to a use of force. Perhaps they did
not do so because they were considering direct military attack on the
forces of their adversary and, consequently, had little doubt about
Israel's response.10 Indeed, it appears that Israel's leaders suc-
ceeded, after the War of Attrition ended in 1970, in persuading
Egypt's senior officers that a renewal of limited warfare would be
met with a much broader military response.11 This is not usual:
Lebow finds, for example, that challengers frequently resort to
force, anticipating that defenders will acquiesce rather than re-
taliate.12 Although Egyptian leaders were not plagued by uncer-
tainty and consequently had little incentive to examine Israel's
interests, the almost complete inattention to the likely estimates of
Israel's leaders is nevertheless striking: the estimate of a favorable
asymmetry was an implicit premise in the calculations of Egypt's
political and military leaders. Equally to the point, however, mis-
perception did not confound deterrence: Egypt read Israel's threat
to retaliate and did so accurately and independently of any explicit
assessment of Israel's intrinsic or strategic interests.

What we do find is consistent emphasis by Egypt's leaders on the
centrality of their own interests. They used almost apocalyptic
language to describe the interests at stake: in November 1972
President Sadat defined the issue as "to be or not to be," and Heikal
explained that the conflict with Israel was the "crisis of our life."13

Egypt's leaders paid more attention to their strategic interests,
however, than to the worth of the specific interests at issue. Al-
though they made frequent reference to the liberation of the Sinai
and to the rights of the Palestinians, they placed these issues within a
broader context. In 1969 General el-Shazli explained that Egypt
would initiate military action "to symbolize our refusal to remain
defeated," and in 1973 President Sadat argued that Egypt would
refuse to acquiesce in a fait accompli. There is little specific reference
to the worth of the/ intrinsic interests at issue.

What does this examination of Egyptian assessments of their own
interests and those of Israel suggest? First, a strong emphasis on
strategic interests dominated Egyptian thinking throughout. The
limited attention that Egyptian leaders paid to Israel's interests,
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either intrinsic or strategic, suggests that Egyptian leaders operated
with an implicit premise that required no discussion.

Second, and equally interesting, although I could find almost no
discussion of the relative interests involved, this gap in perception
did not translate into a flawed estimate of Israel's commitment to
retaliate. This particular misperception had no impact on the suc-
cess or failure of deterrence; it was irrelevant. Paradoxically, how-
ever, in the one case where Egypt's leaders did consider asymmetries
of interest, in 1969, they seriously underestimated Israel's interest
and consequently miscalculated the scope of its response. They did
not anticipate that, in response to unacceptable levels of casualities,
Israel would escalate both its objectives and the scope of its military
retaliation. Heikal based his estimate directly on an assessment of
Israel's intrinsic interest: because Israel had no interest in the west
bank of the canal, its forces would not cross in retaliation against
Egyptian artillery fire. Moreover, he insisted, Israel was less com-
mitted to defending the status quo than was Egypt to recapturing
the occupied territories. This analysis seriously underestimated
Israel's strategic interest and did not consider the consequences of a
prolonged and costly military stalemate for Israel's deterrent repu-
tation. It seems likely that the bias in the estimate was motivated—
Heikal underestimated the probability of an undesirable conse-
quence. Whether motivated or unmotivated, this miscalculation was
critical in defeating deterrence. It was not inattention to an adver-
sary's estimate of its interests but underestimation of these estimates
that led to a flawed calculation of the acceptable limits of risk and an
inappropriate military challenge.

Finally, although Egyptian leaders placed great emphasis on the
importance of the interests at stake, in only two of the five cases did
they challenge deterrence and resort to force. Because Egyptian
leaders consistently valued their interests highly, their estimates
varied too little to explain the difference between deterrence failure
and success; consequently, perceptions of interest provide a very
weak explanation of the outcome of deterrence. My evidence sug-
gests that, at most, a high valuation of strategic interest may be a
necessary but insufficient condition of deterrence failure. And,
more surprisingly, it seems that a low valuation by a challenger of its
interest is not a prerequisite to the success of deterrence.

Estimates of Military Capabilities

A second component in a challenger's calculation, a component
that is at the heart of the deterrence argument, is a leader's estimate
of the military balance. Formal theories of deterrence begin with the
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premise that interests are strong and leaders are powerfully mo-
tivated to attack, and then they consider a challenger's assessment of
the balance of military capabilities as the critical component. Deter-
rence succeeds when leaders calculate that the likely costs of military
action will outweigh its expected benefits. Central to these cal-
culations are their estimates of military capabilities.

Working with a common assumption of rationality, students of
deterrence have looked at different dimensions of military capa-
bilities. The costs of military action generally refer to the estimated
capacity of a defender to inflict military punishment or to deny
military success on the battlefield. Not only assessments of the
general balance but also estimates of changing trends in the balance
may shape a decision on whether or not to resort to force. If leaders
consider trends to be adverse, quite rationally they may feel a
growing sense of urgency to act. Japanese leaders made very much
this kind of calculation before choosing to strike at Pearl Harbor in
1941.

Analysts of military history have suggested that more important
than the quantitative balance of power is the estimated impact of
technology and force postures on strategy and the capacity for
offense. If leaders consider that military technology or force pos-
tures favor the offense, they are likely to challenge.14 Evaluation by
officers of the mobility of their forces may also be important in their
estimates of offensive capability, but mobility can favor the defense
as well. More to the point is a challenger's evaluation of the prospects
of its military strategy. When leaders think they can launch a
successful blitzkrieg that promises rapid military victory, again quite
rationally they are likely to resort to force. When they see no
alternative but a long, costly war of attrition, or a limited strategy
that may degenerate into stalemate, they are likely to be deterred.
Finally, in their empirical examination of the practice of deterrence,
George and Smoke suggest that challengers will try to devise options
that can finesse a defender's military superiority. They will attempt
to choose a type of action at a level of violence that will make it
difficult for a defender to use its most potent military resources.15

Leaders may examine any or all of these dimensions of military
capability, and when they do so, theories of deterrence suggest, they
carefully calculate the expected costs and benefits of military action
and make the rational choice.

Psychological explanations do not expect leaders to engage in
careful, "objective" consideration of military capabilities. On the
contrary, a variety of biases may intrude to color the estimates they
make of their own and their adversary's military options. Analysts of
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national security suggest that leaders often tend to underestimate
their own capabilities and overestimate those of their adversary.
Biased estimates of this kind are especially common when military
action does not seem imminent. The error may be motivated—
challengers may try to increase defense spending and mobilize
public support—or unmotivated—biases of anchoring and avail-
ability may lead senior officials to overgeneralize from their past
military performance or that of their adversary.16 When leaders are
considering immediate military action, they may underestimate the
strength of an adversary and exaggerate their own. Highly mo-
tivated to challenge, they may well deny unpleasant value trade-offs.
Estimates of military capability and usable force, the crucial esti-
mates in a deterrence equation, are subject to the same set of biases
that generally affect judgment and inference.

A careful inspection of the Egyptian evaluation of these military
factors—their own capabilities as well as those of their opponent,
their capacity for offense, usable military options, the likely battle-
fields results—challenges the central postulate of the deterrence
argument. First, there is strong evidence of miscalculation in the
estimates of Egyptian leaders. Even more damaging, if the bias in
the estimates is discounted and the Egyptian analyses of military
capabilities are taken as givens, the theory of deterrence fits poorly
with the practice.

In March 1969 there is at least a partial fit between Egyptian
estimates and the expectations of deterrence theory. Before they
initiated the War of Attrition, Egyptian leaders considered that their
forces enjoyed local superiority in the projected theater of battle.
Muhammed Fawzi, the minister of war, estimated that although
Egypt was inferior to Israel in its capacity for offense, it did have
defensive superiority in manpower, armor, and artillery along the
canal, and Heikal, writing in Al-Ahram, concurred that although
Israel had superiority in the air, Egypt had the advantage on the
ground in the canal zone. President Nasser argued even more
strongly that Israel could not attack across the canal: it would
confront a "sea of Arabs" and a massive Egyptian deployment along
the line.17 At least along the canal front, both civilian and military
leaders estimated that the military balance was favorable.

This estimate was central in Egyptian consideration of alternative
military options. Closely related to this evaluation of local, defensive
superiority in weaponry was an emphasis on quantitative superiority
in manpower and a far greater capacity to absorb punishment.
Heikal argued that, because of the depth of Egyptian territory and
its unlimited population, a strategy of attrition was uniquely suited
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to Egyptian capabilities: just as "lightning war" suited Israel, so
protracted war suited Egypt. Even if Egypt sustained 50,000 casual-
ties, it could absorb these losses, but if it inflicted 10,000 casualties,
Israel would be forced to terminate the fighting. Drawing on these
estimates, Egypt's military planners designed a four-part challenge
to Israel's deterrent strategy: six to eight weeks of massive artillery
bombardment, followed by hit-and-run commando attacks, then
larger action across the canal to disrupt Israel's supply lines, and
finally a large-scale canal crossing.18 As George and Smoke suggest
challengers may do, Egyptian leaders "designed around" deter-
rence. They attempted to develop a military strategy to minimize
Israel's advantages, to exploit the available constraints on the use by
Israel of the full range of its military capabilities, to impose ground
rules on the level and pattern of violence that would favor their
assets and diminish their liabilities. In so doing, Egypt's leaders
anticipated neither a rapid battlefield victory nor offensive military
action. On the contrary, they quite deliberately eschewed a blitz-
krieg strategy and chose a limited strategy of attrition warfare.
Estimates of offensive superiority and rapid military success were
not preconditions to this military challenge.

Were these estimates accurate? With the benefit of hindsight, it is
apparent that almost every one of the critical estimates and attend-
ant corollaries were flawed. Egypt enjoyed local superiority in fire
power along the canal only so long as Israel refrained from com-
mitting its air force, but it was highly unlikely, indeed almost illogi-
cal, that Israel would refrain in the face of protracted war and high
casualties. Indeed, within six months, Egypt's anti-aircraft defenses
had been destroyed and Cairo's forces on the ground were exposed
to punishing fire. It was not that Egyptian leaders failed to consider
the risk of an escalation by Israel, an escalation that they knew would
be damaging if it occurred. In the first place, they considered the
risk and then dismissed it, despite their choice of a military strategy
that would provoke the very contingency they sought to avoid. In
the second place, Egyptian leaders miscalculated the relationship
between military objectives and strategy: were Egypt's forces to cross
the canal, the war would not remain limited, yet all Egyptian plan-
ning was based on a static limited war that would constrain Israel's
options. Although military leaders had eliminated the option of a
general war with Israel, the four-phase strategy they designed led
precisely to such a war. Finally, Egyptian leaders grossly under-
estimated Israel's capacity for endurance and overestimated Egyp-
tian capability to inflict casualties. Indeed, it is difficult to under-
stand precisely how Egyptian leaders expected to inflict casualties of
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10,000; at the height of the war, Israel's casualties reached 150 per
month—and provoked the escalation to air power. Yet Egyptian
planners spoke of massive casualties within six to eight weeks. An
error of such magnitude in an estimate is one of kind rather than
degree.

The Egyptian analysis in 1969 was shot through with mis-
calculation that was critical to the defeat of Israel's deterrent strat-
egy. In assessing the balance of capabilities and Israel's likely re-
sponse, Egyptian leaders overestimated their own capacity to
determine events and underestimated that of their adversary. In
planning a strategy of local and limited war that would nevertheless
culminate in a canal crossing, they denied unpleasant incon-
sistencies central to the analysis. In anticipating massive casualties
among Israel's forces, casualties that would nevertheless provide
only a limited military response, Egyptian analysts tolerated logical
contradiction in their expectations that can be explained only by
some dynamic of wishful thinking. These errors were not the
product of constrained information processing: Egyptian leaders
were not confronted with a steady stream of new evidence. Nor did
they grow out of biased estimation of probabilities: the usual heuris-
tics of anchoring, availability, and retrievability were not relevant
since Egyptian planners confronted a strategic dilemma with no
precedent in their national experience. The biased estimates stemmed
rather from processes of inconsistency management in response to
an extraordinarily difficult and painful value conflict: Egypt could
neither accept the status quo nor sustain a general military chal-
lenge. In seeking to escape this dilemma, Egyptian leaders em-
barked on a poorly conceived and miscalculated course of military
action rather than acknowledge the value conflict and make the
difficult trade-offs. In 1969 Israel's deterrent strategy failed not
because it was badly designed but because Egyptian calculations
were so flawed that they defeated deterrence. What Israel's leaders
did not do, however, was recognize the costs to Egypt of a per-
petuation of the status quo, costs that were so heavy that they were
likely to promote motivated errors like wishful thinking and denial
in an effort to escape an intolerable dilemma.

Much had changed by 1971. The available referent to Egyptian
planners was now the War of Attrition, and they believed Israel's
repeated threat to retaliate with a general attack should Egypt
attempt to renew limited military action. Israel's deterrent strategy
and Egypt's experience ruled out the option of attrition warfare. Yet
no other military option seemed feasible, much less attractive.
Despite the strong air defense capability provided by Soviet per-
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sonnel who manned an extensive and well-integrated anti-aircraft
system, Egyptian military leaders argued strongly that Egypt was
still incapable of a general attack across the canal. The general staff
emphasized the lack of bridge-building equipment and aircraft that
could strike at bases deep within Israeli-held territory. Again and
again, senior Egyptian officers demanded improved offensive capa-
bility in the air as well as the equipment to strike at Israel's popu-
lation centers to deter renewed strategic bombing of Egypt's civi-
lians.19 In 1971, after seriously considering a challenge, President
Sadat was deterred.

Deterrence held again one year later. Following the expulsion of
Soviet military advisers from Egypt in July 1972, Egyptian officers
were even more pessimistic in their evaluation of the military bal-
ance. Senior commanders strongly opposed President Sadat's di-
rective to prepare to attack in mid-November 1972. At an ac-
rimonious meeting of the Armed Forces Supreme Council on 24
October, the commander of the Third Army, General Wasel, the
commander in chief, General Sadeq, and the vice minister of war,
General Abdel Qader Hassan, all opposed military action, arguing
that even a limited ground operation without adequate offensive
capability in the air could turn into a disastrous defeat. General
el-Shazli, commander of the Red Sea District and a member of the
general staff, acknowledged that Egypt's air force had limited capa-
bility to provide cover and ground support for offensive operations
and that the army was deficient in its ground transport capability.
He suggested nevertheless that Egypt did have the capability to
mount a limited operation across the canal. The commander of the
Third Army insisted, however, that both offensive and defensive
capability were inadequate even for a limited operation. The com-
mander of the central district, General Ali Abdel Khabir, was even
more alarmist in his insistence that Egyptian capabilities were de-
creasing rather than increasing in comparison to those of Israel; the
trend was adverse.20 Two days later, President Sadat dismissed the
principal dissenters and confirmed as chief of staff General el-
Shazli, the leading proponent of attack for limited military objec-
tives. General Ahmed Ismail Ali became the new minister of war.

By May 1973 the pessimistic evaluation of the military balance had
changed significantly, not only in response to accelerated arms
deliveries from the Soviet Union, which had resumed in early 1973,
but also, and equally importantly because of the reorientation of
Egypt's military strategy. The general staff was now planning a canal
crossing and a ground offensive that would not exceed the range of
a dense anti-aircraft system. Consequently, the absence of offensive
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capability in the air became considerably less important. Never-
theless, Egyptian commanders and even the president were uncer-
tain of Egyptian capability to mount a successful attack, even if the
campaign were limited. They worried about their capacity to move
troops quickly across the canal and to storm the formidable de-
fensive fortifications Israel had built along the east bank. Egyptian
officers wanted additional time to absorb new deliveries of Soviet
equipment and to coordinate planning with the Syrian armed
forces. Egyptian military and civilian leaders decided to delay the
planned military action. At the end of August, after Soviet delivery
of the long-promised SCUD missile, which could strike at Israel's
population centers, the receipt of large numbers of antitank and
anti-aircraft missiles, and intensified joint planning with Syria,
Sadat estimated that Egypt, though still inferior to Israel, had
nevertheless reached the zenith of its capacity. Egypt was unlikely to
achieve military parity with Israel in the foreseeable future, nor was
it likely to receive further significant military aid. The president
concluded that this would be Egypt's best chance for several years to
come.

This overview of Egyptian military calculations from 1971 to 1973
suggests at least two conclusions, both of which again challenge
conventional wisdom about conventional deterrence. First, an esti-
mate of inferior military capability was only a temporary deterrent
to a use of force. When Egyptian military leaders first began serious
consideration of a military option, their negative assessments of the
military balance dissuaded them from a use of force. As expected,
they emphasized their inferior offensive capability. A determined
president, however, replaced these military leaders and challenged
their successors to develop a military strategy to compensate for
strategic weakness. Egypt's generals did just that. A new set of senior
officers planned force deployments, adapted military technology,
and built deception into their strategy to confound the advantage of
their opponent. By multiplying military advantage through sur-
prise, Egyptian officers hoped to meet their limited military objec-
tives even from a position of military inferiority. This reading of
Egyptian estimates of the military balance over time underlines the
frailty of superior military capabilities as a durable deterrent to a use
of force. An unfavorable estimate of the military balance was not an
insuperable barrier but an obstacle to be overcome.

Second, more important than the negative assessment of the
military balance in the debate about the use of force was the evalu-
ation of trends in relative capabilities. When military officers saw a
growing gap in relative capabilities in the autumn of 1972, they



48 • Psychology and Deterrence

opposed the use of force. But when the president considered that
Egypt's capabilities had peaked and that decline was likely in the
future, he urged his generals to attack. A negative assessment of
future rather than present capabilities was an essential component
in Egyptian calculations. Here Egypt behaved very much as did
Japan in 1941.

Were these Egyptian military estimates generally complete and
accurate? Unlike their assessment of the interests at stake, Egyptian
leaders paid attention to all the obvious elements of military capabil-
ity: the balance of capabilities, trends in that balance, and the
capacity for offense and defense as a function of technology. Quite
legitimately, they did not evaluate the likelihood of rapid military
success since their estimate of the military balance precluded strat-
egies of blitzkrieg and quick decisive victory. In 1971 and 1972,
moreover, their analysis was generally correct: Egypt did not have
the offensive capability to mount a general attack.

By the spring of 1973, however, after Egyptian strategy had been
reformulated and the ground forces equipped with Soviet antitank
as well as anti-aircraft missiles and other military supplies, the
general staff underestimated their army's capability to cross the
canal and hold a limited amount of territory. The estimate was quite
different in Israel. In April of that year, Israel's military intelligence
estimated that Egyptian forces had the capability to cross the canal,
but that they would not do so because of their continuing emphasis
on their inadequate capability in the air.21 The paradox is striking:
Egypt could but thought it couldn't, while Israel thought Egypt
could but wouldn't because Egypt thought it couldn't. It is not
difficult to trace the origin of the Egyptian miscalculation. Both in
1967 and more recently during the War of Attrition, Egyptian
ground forces had suffered badly at the hands of Israel's air force.
These available and salient analogies explain both the inordinate
emphasis by the Egyptian general staff on offensive aerial capability
and their underestimation of their ground forces. In the spring of
1973, Egyptian miscalculation reinforced rather than defeated Is-
rael's strategy of deterrence. By October 1973 this miscalculation
had been partially corrected, and deterrence failed.

Egyptian evaluations of the military balance were the central
component in determining the timing of their challenge to deter-
rence. Their estimates of military capabilities, however, did not have
quite the impact one would expect from a reading of formal,
prescriptive theory. First, in all five cases, military leaders dismissed
completely the feasibility of an offensive strategy and rapid military
success, but nevertheless challenged deterrence twice. And in only
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one of these challenges did they consider the military balance
favorable; an estimate of inferior military capability did not pre-
clude a use of force. Second, over time even unfavorable estimates
served as a spur rather than as a barrier to Egyptian officers, who
designed a strategy to compensate for acknowledged military weak-
ness. Third, leaders weighed their estimates of the trends in the
military balance heavily in deciding whether or not to use force.
Finally, misperception of military capabilities occurred at least twice,
but its impact varied. In 1969 miscalculation defeated deterrence,
but in May 1973 it reinforced deterrence.

Estimates of the Bargaining Space

A third component in the calculus of leaders is their evaluation of
the alternatives to a use of force. Formal theories of deterrence pay
no explicit attention to diplomatic options; they concentrate exclu-
sively on the likely costs and benefits of the single option of military
action. More recently, empirical investigations of the workings of
deterrence have suggested that a challenger may abstain from a use
offeree if its leaders see a plausible diplomatic alternative to military
action. If, on the other hand, leaders consider that no option but
military action can bring about the minimum change they require,
and if this judgment is reinforced by a sense of urgency, then
deterrence failure becomes likely.22 I explicitly move beyond con-
sideration of the single option of military action to assess both the
impact and the accuracy of leaders' evaluation of bargaining space.

In examining the perceptions of Egypt's leaders, one notices a
very modest relationship between a pessimistic estimate of bar-
gaining space, a low expectation of a favorable diplomatic outcome,
and a use of force. In the first of the five cases, there was no
relationship, a priori, between the estimated bargaining space and a
challenge to deterrence: in 1969 President Nasser excluded diplo-
matic negotiations as a policy option. When the four-power talks
began at the United Nations that year, he urged the Soviet Union to
make no concessions and insisted that what had been lost by force
could be regained only by force.23 It is not surprising, given Nasser's
rejection of diplomacy, that he moved to a strategy of military
attrition. This was no longer so after Sadat assumed the presidency
in 1970. In February 1971, in a speech to the People's Assembly,
Egypt's president departed from past practice and offered to sign a
peace agreement with Israel in return for a full withdrawal to the
borders of 4 June 1967.24 Sadat explicitly rejected the normalization
of relations but expressed interest in a diplomatic resolution of the
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conflict. Shortly before, Israel's minister of defense had proposed
an interim agreement along the canal, a proposal received with
some interest by President Sadat. For the next several months, the
U.S. secretary of state worked on the details of a partial agreement.
Although the two sides were unable to agree on terms, throughout
most of 1971 Egypt's leaders did see some alternative to force and
actively pursued diplomatic options even while they prepared for
military action.25

They were considerably less optimistic by the end of 1972. Diplo-
matic negotiations were stalemated, and, in a speech to the Arab
Socialist Union that December, President Sadat argued that there
was no alternative to a use of force if Israel were to be dislodged
from the occupied territories.26 At the same time, however, Sadat
engaged in private diplomacy with the United States in an effort to
get the United States to exert pressure on Israel to alter its bar-
gaining posture, and that autumn secret negotiations through a
"back channel" began between Henry Kissinger, then national se-
curity adviser to President Nixon, and Hafez Ismail, his counterpart
in Cairo.27 At least in these two cases—when Egypt did not resort to
force—its leaders could see some prospect, no matter how dim, of
diplomatic progress. Scope for bargaining, though not large and
constantly diminishing, nevertheless did exist.

Even this residual hope of diplomatic progress had disappeared
by 1973. In his May Day speech President Sadat acknowledged that
negotiations with the United States had failed to produce results and
again concluded that Egypt would not receive help from any quarter
unless it took military action to break the deadlock.28 Six months
later Egypt challenged Israel's deterrent strategy.

An evaluation of even modest diplomatic prospects does appear
to have made some contribution to the success of deterrence, at least
for Egypt between 1969 and 1973. Egyptian leaders did not resort to
force when they entertained some hope of diplomatic progress but
did so when they considered negotiations fruitless. This is not to
suggest that these assessments were sufficient in and of themselves
to determine the outcome of deterrence; far from it. Other consid-
erations—the estimates of military trends, for example, and the
sense of urgency—were crucially important in determining whether
or not to challenge deterrence. Thus, although Egyptian leaders
were not optimistic about the prospects of bargaining in the spring
of 1973, they did not resort to force then because of their expec-
tation of future military aid that would help to compensate for
ongoing military inferiority. However, even in the hostile climate
that then prevailed between Egypt and Israel, estimates of the
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prospects of bargaining did contribute, to some degree, to the
success or failure of deterrence.

Because there are no objective boundaries to a bargaining range,
it is far more difficult to evaluate the accuracy of estimates of the
scope for bargaining than it is to assess their impact. Generally,
leaders first set the minimum limits for bargaining and then con-
sider whether or not negotiation promises to reach these thresh-
holds. In Egypt's case, evaluation of the prospects of negotiation
within the given limits was generally accurate, but the limits them-
selves often precluded negotiation. Bargaining was excluded not
through miscalculation, however, but because of an unwillingness to
meet the minimum criteria of the adversary. By 1969, for example,
President Nasser had ruled out recognition of and negotiation with
Israel; given these limits, he was of course accurate in his estimate
that there was no scope for bargaining. In 1971 President Sadat
extended Egypt's limits, and his estimates of very modest prospects
seem reasonable. In 1973, after two years of indirect bargaining
with an at times not very enthusiastic United States—bargaining that
failed to produce tangible results within the limits imposed by both
Egypt and Israel—Sadat's pessimistic evaluation was appropriate.29

Bargaining failed not through miscalculated moves or misread
signals but for the far more fundamental reason of mutually exclu-
sive objectives. Consequently, deterrence failed not because leaders
misinterpreted the intentions of their adversary but because they
preferred military action to diplomatic concession.

Calculation of Likely Costs and Benefits of Alternatives

Egyptian valuations of the interests at stake, their estimates of
military capabilities, and their assessments of the alternatives to
military action were the crucial components in their final cal-
culations about a use of force. Central to the theory of deterrence is
the assumption that leaders make rational choices, that they esti-
mate the probable consequences of a use of force and conclude that
the likely costs of military action exceed its expected benefits. Con-
sequently, if challengers do not calculate expected cost and benefit,
if they do not choose the option that maximizes expected value, then
they cannot be judged rational, and deterrence cannot work as
expected.30 Still working with the postulate of rationality, some
scholars have reformulated classical deterrence theory to argue that
leaders do not compare expected cost and benefit of action but
rather assess the likely losses of action and inaction; they compare
the "alternative risks" of action and inaction and choose the least
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damaging option.31 Here the minimization of expected loss rather
than the maximization of expected gain is the decision rule. The
reformulation is not trivial: it directs our attention beyond military
action to assessments by leaders of the likely costs of accepting the
status quo. But, whether a challenger minimizes loss or maximizes
gain, formal statements of deterrence assume some variant of a
probability-utility calculus and rational choice as the critical mech-
anism of decision.

Psychological explanations question this fundamental assump-
tion of rational choice. There is some evidence that leaders at times
do approximate relaxed norms of comparative calculation and
efficient choice, but most empirical studies of national security
decision making document considerable deviation from the formal
requirements of a probability-utility calculus. Leaders often weigh
only one option at a time and have considerable difficulty iden-
tifying the relevant consequences of options, much less calculating
their likely cost and benefit.32 Cognitive psychologists who have
examined risk taking in controlled environments find that people
tend to pay far more attention to payoffs than they do to prob-
abilities.33 If this proposition were to hold in international politics as
well, leaders would not, contrary to the expectations of the ration-
ality postulate, weight all parts of the deterrence equation equally.
When calculations are obvious because interests and consequences
are prominent, these deviations from rational norms may have little
impact on the outcome of deterrence. If, however, consequences are
numerous and interests varied, the more finely tuned calculations
that are required may prove too demanding of a challenger and
defeat deterrence.

To assess the rationality of Egyptian decision making and its
impact on deterrence,34 one looks to the number of policy options
leaders considered and to their identification of the consequences of
these options. Did Egypt's leaders list the obvious consequences,
examine their likely cost and benefit, and compare policy alterna-
tives? If they even roughly approximated these procedures, then
they met the minimum requirements of procedural rationality. If,
however, they deviated significantly from these norms, were their
miscalculations of sufficient magnitude to defeat deterrence?

It is immediately apparent that Egyptian leaders deviated grossly
from norms of rational procedure in making their decisions about
the use of force. The significance of these deviations, however, is not
clear: biases in the process of choice persisted both when deterrence
succeeded and when it failed. Leaders were most adept at struc-
turing the problem and identifying policy options, but their proc-
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esses of estimation and evaluation bear little resemblance to the
archetype of rational choice required by formal theories of deter-
rence.

In 1969, for example, Egypt's leaders put four options on the
table: a direct frontal attack across the canal; an aerial strike; a
strategy of attrition; and continued inaction. A problem structure of
four options is a good approximation to rational norms, but leaders
estimated the consequence of these options far less thoroughly.
Some of the consequences were obvious. Military officers were
unequivocal in their estimate that a direct attack would lead to
defeat; they considered that such an attack required a two-to-one
force ratio in favor of the challenger, and Egypt simply did not have
that advantage. Similarly, a first strike in the air would fail: Israel's
air force was always on full alert; Egypt's fighters and bombers did
not have sufficient range to strike deep at Israel's bases; its inter-
ceptor aircraft, the MIG-21, was slow and vulnerable; and Israel had
a capable air defense. The third option, continued inaction, would
lead to an unacceptable perpetuation of the status quo.35 By a
process of elimination, the only remaining option was a strategy of
attrition.

Ironically, however, Egyptian leaders were least thorough in
costing this option. As we saw, they miscalculated Israel's response,
anticipated a canal crossing within eight weeks, and spoke only in
very general terms of casualties and damage to economic and
civilian installations in the canal zone, losses they judged acceptable.
In discussing these consequences, Egyptian leaders offered almost
no quasi-probabilistic estimates; only once, when considering a
direct military attack, did officers estimate that at best a canal
crossing stood a 50 percent chance of success. It can be argued,
perhaps, that a strategy of attrition, unlike the alternative policy
options, did not require as finely tuned calculations; leaders could
monitor the program and its costs and continually reassess whether
it was worth continuing. Egyptian leaders did consider the lively
consequences of attrition, however, but spoke in the language of
certainty. Theirs was not an attitude of trial and error. Because their
judgments were categorical, they could not, by definition, have
approximated a probability-utility calculus in making their choice.
In 1969 Egypt's decision to challenge deterrence was the product of
a highly simplified and biased process of estimation, a process that
ignored probabilities and emphasized loss.

It is not surprising that a biased process of choice should precede
deterrence failure, but very much the same kind of decision making
occurred when deterrence succeeded. Under President Sadat, mili-
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tary and civilian leaders emphasized the losses of the options they
considered and again resorted to categorical judgments of certainty
rather than estimates of likelihood. In 1971 and 1972 military
officers debated the merits of the three alternatives of general
attack, an attack for limited objectives, and inaction; by the spring of
1973 they had eliminated a general attack as an option. Both when
they chose war and when they refrained from action, Egyptian
leaders paid a great deal of attention to the losses that would accrue
from inaction as well as action.

As early as 1971, after learning from his minister of finance that
the treasury was virtually bankrupt, the president concluded that
Egypt's economy could not recover as long as Egypt took no military
action. Sadat was also pessimistic about the political and diplomatic
consequences of inaction; his argument that time was running out as
Egypt came face-to-face with "lasting facts" reflected his sense of
urgency. And as I have pointed out, the general staff also con-
sidered that the losses of action would be grave. Moreover, so
resonant were the memories of 1967 and 1969—70 that Heikal
argued that war should not be initiated until victory was "certain."36

In 1971 leaders dealt in certainties, not in probabilities. They were
certain and negative about the consequences of both action and
inaction. Theirs was a painful choice.

One year later the dilemma had become even more acute. The
president warned that if the stalemate were not broken, there would
be serious domestic disturbances. He worried also that post-
ponement of action month after month would consolidate the
cease-fire: "the world will forget our problem."37 On the other hand,
Sadat too was unwilling to risk war if defeat were even possible. "We
cannot go to war unless victory is guaranteed. The country cannot
take another defeat."38 On this point his generals were pessimistic:
while most spoke of the unfavorable certainties, some did worry
about the uncertainties. General Ismail, at that time the head of the
National Intelligence Service, warned that a renewal of attrition
would invite a 'certain" and sharper response from Israel, while
General Hassan, the vice-minister of war, considered the uncer-
tainties so great that even limited military action could develop into a
full-scale offensive very quickly. The commander in chief, General
Mohammad Sadeq, in turn firmly opposed a large-scale attack that
might lead to "disaster."39 Again, leaders made no reference what-
soever to benefits from either action or inaction. They thought in
terms of loss and compared the costs of action to those of inaction.

In the spring of 1973 President Sadat spoke again of the "ex-
plosive" consequences of continued inaction, the intolerable impact
on domestic morale, and the alarming deterioration of Egypt's



The View from Cairo • 55

position in the Arab world.40 He still anticipated substantial losses,
however, from military action. Inadequate opportunity for coordi-
nation with Syria, deficiencies in deliveries of Soviet equipment,
military readiness in Israel—all these factors dimmed the prospects
of a use of force. The president also expressed reluctance to disrupt
the Nixon-Brezhnev summit, a consequence that would follow
inevitably from an Egyptian attack.41

By the end of the summer, however, President Sadat identified
fewer losses from a use of force. The summit was over, extensive
consultation had taken place between Egyptian and Syrian officers,
and the president anticipated that military aid from the Soviet
Union had peaked. Sadat subsequently recalled the Soviet estimate
that an attack across the canal would probably entail the loss of 40
percent of Egyptian aircraft and a high level of military casualties,
losses he did not consider insupportable.42 He was graphic, however,
in his evaluation of the losses of inaction: Egypt was the "laughing
stock" of the Arab world, and its economy had "fallen below zero."43

The choice was much easier than it had been six months earlier.
Evidence drawn from this look at Egyptian decision making

shows, then, that contrary to the expectation of formal theories of
deterrence, Egypt's leaders did not compare the likely gains and
losses of military action. Rather, they concentrated heavily on pro-
jected loss and estimated the costs that would flow from a use of
force and from inaction. Their estimates were rough and qualitative
rather than precise. In formal language, civilian and military leaders
saw no "good" choice, and so they considered "alternative risks" and
concentrated on minimizing their losses. In considering these losses,
however, they paid strikingly little attention to probabilities but
focused almost exclusively on payoffs; this pattern is consistent with
the expectations of cognitive psychologists and violates the norms of
rational choice.44

If this pattern of decision making were to prove more generally
valid, concepts of deterrence would have to accommodate a sub-
stantially revised mechanism of decision. This is so because pre-
scriptive theories of deterrence assume rational choice on the part of
a challenger in generating policy recommendations for the de-
fender. The impact of a revised mechanism of decision on the
design of deterrence strategies, however, is not obvious. Both when
deterrence succeeded and when it failed, Egyptian leaders were
remarkably consistent in their processes of choice: in all five cases,
we find an overwhelming emphasis on loss but very little attention to
the probabilities of these losses. Consequently, this particular pat-
tern of ovesimplification and partial calculation cannot be associated
with deterrence failure or success.
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Calculation and Miscalculation: Their Impact on Deterrence

In an effort to develop an empirically based explanation of the
outcome of deterrence, I began this inquiry by asking three sets of
questions. First, what factors do leaders consider and what do they
omit when they contemplate a challenge to deterrence? Do they, as
deductive theories expect, weigh all parts of the deterrence equation
equally, or are leaders systematically biased in what they include and
what they ignore? Second, are there differences in the pattern of
perception when deterrence succeeds and when it fails? And finally,
do characteristic kinds of miscalculations have predictable kinds of
consequences for the outcome of deterrence? To address these
questions, and to compare the expectations of formal theory with
evidence of how a challenger considers a use of force and chooses
among available options, I examined Egyptian calculations at five
points in time over five years.

What can be concluded from this examination of Egyptian
thinking? First, caution must be the watchword here. This is only a
partial analysis of Egyptian calculations. Second, the five cases are
not truly independent of one another; on the contrary, what leaders
thought and did at one point very likely influenced what they
thought and did in subsequent consideration of the use of force.
Finally, it is inappropriate to generalize to other cases in different
historical contexts. Yet Egypt's response to Israel's deterrent
strategy is in many ways an interesting and relevant case. First,
deterrence here was conventional rather than nuclear. Con-
ventional deterrence generally has received less attention over the
last three decades, but it is terribly important. We need only look at
the incidence of war during these last thirty years, wars that often
threatened to embroil the nuclear powers, to appreciate its rel-
evance. In the post-World War II period as well, conventional
deterrence has been most frequently studied from the perspective
of the defender, which, moreover, was trying to deter attack on
smaller allies rather than on its own territory;45 undoubtedly this is at
least partly a function of the ready access to U.S. evidence. The case
under scrutiny here is different in both respects: Israel was trying to
deter an attack against its own forces rather than against an ally and,
secondly, I look at the success and failure of deterrence from the
perspective of the challenger. Finally, because there is good evi-
dence that Egyptian leaders considered and rejected a use of force at
least three times, deterrence success and failure can be compared, a
comparison essential to the development of valid explanations of
deterrence.
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The overriding conclusion that emerges from this investigation is
the limited usefulness of formal theories built around the concept of
rationality in explaining the success or failure of deterrence. Its
shortcomings are of three kinds. First, it did not identify some of the
relevant dimensions of leaders' calculations. Formal statements of
deterrence, for example, do not direct our attention to a chal-
lenger's estimate of the alternatives to force, yet this was an impor-
tant component in Egyptian thinking. More troubling, when leaders
did consider those factors identified by formal theory, their pro-
cesses of evaluation and choice did not conform to the norms of
rationality. Evaluation of their adversary's interests, for example,
was generally unimportant in Egyptian estimates of Israel's likely
response to a use of force. At least in this relationship, when the
challenger considered a direct military attack against the defender^
finely tuned calculations of relative interest were conspicuous by
their absence. Nor did Egypt's leaders make their decisions about
the use of force through some variant of a probability-utility calcu-
lus. In violation of the norms of rationality, they paid overwhelming
attention to loss and virtually ignored probabilities; they did not
weigh all components of the deterrence equation equally. Finally,
and perhaps most damaging to a formal prescriptive theory of
deterrence, the challenger did not always behave as expected even
when its leaders considered the relevant factors and made the
appropriate calculations. Although Egyptian officials evaluated
multiple dimensions of capabilities and acknowledged their general
military inferiority, they chose to challenge deterrence in 1973. To
explain the workings of deterrence, one must look beyond formal
deductive theories that purport to predict the outcome of deter-
rence and examine the perceptions of policy makers who are con-
sidering a possible resort to force.

This analysis of Egyptian calculations suggests that two per-
ceptual parameters and two variables may help to explain the
outcome of deterrence. First, Egyptian leaders valued their strategic
interests highly when they chose to use force, but they did so also in
the three cases when they were deterred. Consequently, an estimate
of strong interest appears to be a necessary but far from sufficient
component of deterrence failure. It is worth noting as well that
Egypt's leaders paid more attention to their strategic interests than
to the worth of the specific interests at stake. They talked less of the
Sinai than of their reputation—and their humiliation. Second,
Egyptian leaders paid overwhelming attention to loss when con-
sidering a use of force. What was unusual was not the focus on the
losses of action but the heavy emphasis on those of inaction, both
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when deterrence succeeded and when it failed. And, far from
becoming resigned to an unpleasant reality, over time Egyptian
leaders were increasingly persuaded by their negative assessments
of the economic, political, and diplomatic consequences of the status
quo. Like an assessment of strong strategic interest, this emphasis by
a challenger on the losses of inaction appears to be a necessary but
insufficient condition of these deterrence failures.

What did vary were estimates of military capabilities and alterna-
tives to force. When deterrence held, leaders did see some prospect
of bargaining, but when they chose to use force, they had no hope of
diplomatic progress. Egyptian leaders also resorted to force when
they considered that they had local defensive superiority in the
battle zone or that trends in the balance would further erode their
capability. They made this decision despite their adverse estimate of
the general military balance. Two points are relevant here. First, an
estimate of inferior military capability was only a temporary deter-
rent to a use of force. Examination of a sequence of cases over time
shows that such an estimate spurred military planners to design a
strategy to compensate for weakness; given the ingenuity of the
military mind and the flexibility of modern multipurpose con-
ventional technology, development of such a strategy was only a
matter of time. Second, an explanation of deterrence that ignores
leaders' estimates of the bargaining range is seriously incomplete.

Finally, the evidence shows that the impact of misperception on
the failure of deterrence is mixed. Certainly, misperception was rife
throughout these five cases. Egyptian leaders ignored the interest of
their adversary in all but one instance, and then they under-
estimated Israel's interests, but this gap in perception generally had
little consequence for their estimates of the defender's response. Far
more relevant were errors in the estimation of both their own and
their adversary's military capabilities. Capability estimates at times
were exaggerated or undervalued; very likely, the errors were both
motivated and unmotivated. The impact on deterrence of over- and
underestimation is, of course, quite different: when capabilities
were exaggerated, miscalculation was central to deterrence failure,
but when Egyptian leaders underestimated their military prowess,
their misperception contributed to the success of deterrence. As has
been noted, Egypt's leaders did not even roughly approximate the
rational processes of choice anticipated by theories of deterrence.
Yet here again the impact of biased estimation and decision did not
appear to be terribly significant. Leaders were not more rational in
the performance of essential decisional tasks when deterrence suc-
ceeded than they were when it failed.
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Generally, the highly abstract formulations characteristic of so
much of the writing on deterrence were of little help in pinpointing
the critical expectations of Egyptian leaders as they considered a use
of force. The practice often bore little resemblance to formal pre-
scriptive theory. If there is to be a better fit between theory and
practice, we must relax some of the norms of rationality and en-
compass the substance of leaders' expectations and their processes
of decision making both when deterrence succeeds and when it fails.
The agenda for research is clear.
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Janice Gross Stein

• As a necessary complement to the analysis of Egyptian cal-
culations in the last chapter, I turn now to an empirical examination
of the other half of the deterrence equation, the calculations of
Israel's leaders from 1971 to 1973. I do so to assess the impact of a
defender's perceptions—and misperceptions—both on deterrence
and on defensive preparedness. I begin with an assessment of the
estimates by Israel's leaders of the capabilities and intentions of
Egypt under President Sadat. How sensitive were Israel's leaders to
the four critical dimensions of Egyptian calculations—their
assessment of their intrinsic and strategic interests, their estimates of
military capabilities, their evaluation of the alternatives to force,
and, most important, their emphasis on loss? Did Israel's leaders
anticipate a challenge to deterrence? Were there important mo-
tivated or unmotivated biases that skewed crucial judgments? Did
Israel's leaders consider the possibility that deterrence was buckling
before it visibly collapsed? Did they make obvious and important
errors that could have been avoided, were they blinded by their own
preconceptions, or were their judgments reasonable under the
circumstances, the best that could be expected given the kind of
evidence they had in an uncertain environment?
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Second, I look at the definition of policy options by Israel's
leaders and their processes of choice. Did they identify the obvious
policy alternatives available to a leadership attempting to deter?
Were they aware of the most important trade-offs among alterna-
tive policies, or did they treat their preferred option as the best
possible on all dimensions, as the dominant strategy? What were the
critical determinants of their choice? Here, too, I try to identify and
assess the impact of both motivated and unmotivated bias on the
decisions leaders made. In so doing, I evaluate the impact of mis-
perception as one of several contributing factors to the failure to
anticipate the collapse of deterrence in October 1973. These first
two set of questions both address the scope of misperception and its
impact on strategy.

Third, I struggle with the policy implications of misperception.
Since misperception is deeply rooted and yet only one among
multiple causes of deterrence failure, the remedies are far from
obvious. Nevertheless, I ask how leaders can better hedge against
the consequences of flawed estimates and partial calculations. Fi-
nally, I ask not only if the failure of deterrence could have been
predicted but—the far more difficult question—whether it could
have been avoided. Could Israel's leaders have deterred an attack at
all in 1973, even if they had not been captive to their conceptual
schema? To address this issue, one must situate the strategic debate
in its broader political context. An attempt to consider, if not
answer, this broader question meshes evidence drawn from the
calculations of both the challenger and the defender and examines
the interactive sequences of perception and action to assess whether
alternative and/or complementary strategies might conceivably
have avoided war.

Just as formal theories of deterrence treat a challenger's inten-
tions axiomatically, so they reason deductively to prescribe a de-
fender's course of action. In so doing, they assume that leaders can
accurately evaluate an adversary's intentions and military capa-
bilities and that they can predict the impact of their statements and
actions on the perceptions of a challenger. These are both highly
problematic assumptions. Although it is unlikely in practice that a
defender will choose among policy alternatives without considering
the capabilities and intentions of a challenger, it is the kind of
consideration that is at issue. Evidence of pervasive bias in these
judgments is cumulating in empirical studies of the practice of
deterrence.1

Misperception by a defender can have profound consequences at
almost every stage in the design and implementation of a deterrent
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strategy. At a minimum, a defender's estimate of its adversaries'
capabilities and intentions influences the formulation of basic com-
mitments and their scope and specificity, as well as the modalities of
signaling and communication.2 The focus in this chapter, however,
is not only on the impact of misperception on the development of
deterrence as strategy and policy, but also on the effect of a de-
fender's miscalculations on the outcome of deterrence. We look
particularly at two kinds of misperceptions—miscalculation of both
a challenger's intentions and its capabilities—and at two quite
different kinds of consequences.

First, if a defender overestimates the hostility of a challenger's
intentions, if its leaders anticipate a military challenge even though
its adversary is not preparing to resort to force, their defensive
action may provoke the very challenge they are trying to avoid. This
is especially so when offensive preparations are indistinguishable
from defensive measures, when the "security dilemma" is acute, as it
so often is in the contemporary international system.3 On the other
hand, underestimation by a defender may seriously impair its ca-
pacity to respond should an adversary choose to challenge deter-
rence. If leaders underestimate the capabilities or misjudge the
intentions of a challenger, if they are overconfident in the effec-
tiveness of deterrence, they may well be surprised, caught unawares,
and unprepared. They may fail to reinforce deterrence before a
challenger is fully committed to military action, thus forfeiting the
opportunity to avoid war. They may also delay the military action
necessary to defend against attack.

In designing their deterrent strategies, leaders run different
kinds of risks from different kinds of miscalculations. Over-
estimation can culminate in miscalculated escalation by an adversary
and underestimation in surprise and defensive unpreparedness.4 In
our century, it is conceivable that the Kaiser and the Czar were
entrapped by the first error in 1914 and Neville Chamberlain by the
second in 1938—39.5 And to compound the difficulty, these two
kinds of errors are not independent of each other: as leaders try to
avoid one, they become more vulnerable to the other.6 In estimating
Egyptian intentions and capabilities, Israel's leaders confronted
precisely this dilemma.

Deterrence, Defense, and Miscalculated Escalation:

Prevailing Strategic Assumptions

In the autumn of 1970 Israel's leaders reviewed the basics of their
strategy toward Egypt and other Arab states. Deterrence had failed,
and failed badly, twice within three years. In 1967 President Nasser
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had challenged deterrence by blockading the Straits of Tiran and, in
so doing, propelled both sides into a war that neither had planned.
In 1969 Egypt designed around Israel's military superiority and
launched a long, punishing war of attrition that ended in military
stalemate eighteen months later. These two challenges to Israel's
deterrent strategy provoked a major debate among senior military
officers about appropriate lines of defense but, equally important, a
new concern among civilian as well as military leaders with unin-
tended war and a heightened emphasis on deterrence.

Egypt and Israel read the results of the War of Attrition quite
differently. Paradoxically, both sides claimed victory even though
both had suffered serious losses. Although Egypt had failed to
compel even a partial withdrawal by Israel from the territory it had
occupied during the war in 1967, its leaders insisted that they had
won a significant victory because they had neutralized Israel's air
superiority over the canal zone. And with only one or two excep-
tions, Israel's civilian and military leaders insisted that they had
prevailed: they had shown themselves capable of withstanding
significant military pressure in a long war and had resisted Egyptian
as well as international pressure to withdraw from the Sinai without
compensating political concessions.7

The protracted and costly war had apparently settled little, and
the lines of the conflict were, if anything, more clearly drawn. Egypt
remained actively revisionist, frustrated and dissatisfied with the
status quo. Some of Israel's leaders were well aware of the strong
incentive to yet another challenge. The minister of defense, for
example, spoke openly of the intense motivation in Egypt, Jordan,
and Syria to attack to recapture lost territory.8 Recognition of the
incentive to challenge led to a renewed emphasis on military superi-
ority as the basis of deterrence. And, following the War of Attrition,
both the minister of defense and the chief of staff declared repeat-
edly that they would treat a limited military challenge as a prelude to
a general war. Israel's leaders knew precisely what they wanted to
deter, and consequently there was little ambiguity in the speci-
fication of the scope of deterrence and the accompanying com-
mitment. Signals were clearly sent and clearly read: as we have seen,
Egypt's leaders received and believed the signals.9 After 1970 the
principal and almost exclusive focus of Israel's deterrent strategy
became a general attack. Egypt and Israel were agreed on the likely
scope of a future military challenge.

Simplicity in the evaluation of the focus of deterrence was
replicated—with much less reason—in Israel's examination of the
calculus of its opponents and the likely conditions of deterrence
failure. Military intelligence worked largely with one hypothesis,
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which was developed after the War of Attrition and strengthened by
Egypt's expulsion of Soviet advisers in July 1972. This hypothesis or
"conception" argued first that Egypt would not attack until the
Egyptian air force could strike at Israel in depth and at Israel's
airfields in particular, and second, that Syria would attack only in
conjunction with Egypt.10 This assessment of Egyptian thinking
assumed rational cost-benefit calculation, as deterrence always does,
and relied on evidence of Egyptian military thinking. Members of
Egypt's general command had argued through a large part of 1972
that until the Egyptian air force acquired advanced medium-range
bombers that could strike at Israel's airfields, a general attack was
impossible. This Egyptian evaluation was known to Israel's intelli-
gence and became the basis of its estimate: Egyptian evaluation of
their capabilities emphasized net cost and constrained their intent to
attack. Air superiority was and is a basic principle of Israel's strategic
planning, and military intelligence was receptive to an evaluation by
Egypt that stressed the deterrent effectiveness of Israel's air force:
such an evaluation was consonant with Israel's expectations. An
Egyptian attack, therefore, was considered unlikely before 1975, the
earliest date by which Egypt could acquire and absorb the required
aerial capability.

This analysis of the conditions necessary for challenge was plaus-
ible and convincing. It was not, however, sufficient. Heavy con-
centration on a single condition—improved aerial capability—and a
single option—general attack across the Sinai—was a considerable
oversimplification of Egyptian calculations and options. And in part
because the argument was oversimplified, it would provide few
indicators for civilian or military leaders to monitor and, simul-
taneously, prove extremely difficult to invalidate. Since the argu-
ment relied on Israel's estimates of Egyptian evaluation of their
relative capabilities, the principal indicator of the probability of
attack would be a change in Egypt's evaluation of its relative aerial
capability. Such a change, logically, could occur only if there were a
significant increase in Egypt's capabilities. A major change in
Egypt's aerial capability, however, would not be a sufficiently sen-
sitive indicator to be useful for estimation and decision. Because it
measures aggregate changes in capabilities—which Egyptian
leaders must perceive—it is more useful for long-term predictions
than for short-term estimation. Military intelligence did use changes
in aerial capability to forecast an Arab attack by 1975,11 but this
indicator could be of little use in estimating probable Egyptian
action in the interim.
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Consistent with their analysis of a change in capabilities as an
indirect indicator of attack, Israel's leaders rejected statements of
intention as indications of likely Egyptian action. In an interview
given in April 1973, Elihu Ze'ira, the director of military intelli-
gence, explained that intentions of Arab leaders frequently ex-
ceeded their capabilities; were these statements of intention to be
treated as valid indicators, "the rhetoric could lead to frightening
miscalculations."12 Such concern was not misplaced, for threats of
impending war had been voiced repeatedly since 1971. Foreign
Minister Eban shared this analysis; commenting on the frequent
threats by President Sadat to attack, Eban offered an explanation of
bluff and suggested that Egypt's president was attempting to esca-
late pressure for diplomatic concession.13 By the spring of 1973,
political and military leaders alike rejected statements of intention as
relevant evidence in estimating the likelihood of attack. The pre-
vailing concept of deterrence concentrated on a change in Egypt's
evaluation of its relative aerial capabilities and offered no guidelines
for the interpretation and assessment of any other evidence.

This strong emphasis on one contingency and a single indicator
was not fully accepted by all military and intelligence analysts until
May 1973. Uncomfortable at times with a prediction based on a
single factor, civilian and military leaders searched for tactical
indicators unrelated to strategic assumptions. As early as 1969, long
before the current analysis was established, Moshe Dayan, the
minister of defense, suggested and rejected the use of one tactical
indicator: concentration of troops along the cease-fire lines.14 Con-
centration of troops had been a reliable and valid indicator before
1967, but since 1969 Egypt's army had been stationed regularly
along the front line. Moreover, since January 1973 both Egyptian
and Syrian assault forces had been deployed in position, missile and
gun batteries were on continuous alert, and supply echelons were at
the forward line. As forces were already concentrated, deployment
could not indicate attack.

If deployment of Egypt's army could not serve as a tactical indi-
cation of attack, redeployment for offensive action might. At least
three times before October 1973, however, Egyptian troops were
redeployed and reinforced, but Egypt did not attack. In July 1971
the president of Egypt, Anwar el-Sadat, proclaimed a "year of
decision," and in December Egyptian reserves and civilian vehicles
were mobilized, field forces engaged in maneuvers, general forma-
tions of armor advanced toward the canal, bridging equipment was
brought forward, and civil defense procedures were activated.
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Egypt's president, addressing the troops, was explicit in his inten-
tion. "The time for battle has come. . . . The next time we shall meet
in Sinai."15 Military intelligence in Israel did not consider an attack
very likely; the chief of staff at the time, General Bar-Lev, accepted
the estimate and did no more than put the army on alert, reinforce
selected units at the front line, and delay his scheduled retirement
for a short time. For a citizen army that relied on mobilization of its
civilian reserves, the response was modest. Egypt did not attack.

Again at the end of 1972, a second large Egyptian mobilization
took place, differing only in detail from the preparations of the
previous year. Field forces maneuvered, soldiers were recalled from
leave, and construction of ramps and fortifications along the canal
was accelerated. Civil defense units were not mobilized, however,
nor did ground forces advance to the canal with bridging and
crossing equipment. Moreover, earlier that year, in July, President
Sadat had expelled Soviet military personnel. In so doing, in the
estimation of Israel's senior military officers, he had further con-
strained Egypt's military option. Military and civilian leaders con-
tinued to receive a stream of information detailing the skepticism of
the Egyptian general staff about its capability to wage war. Par-
ticularly important was the Egyptian estimate of its inadequate
capability to strike at Israel's airfields and to deter strikes by Israel's
aircraft against its civilian population. Nevertheless, a report was
received from a "highly reliable source" that an attack was immi-
nent. After reviewing the conflicting evidence, military intelligence
estimated the probability of an attack as "low."16 In a restrained
response, the chief of staff, now General David Elazar, alerted the
army and postponed plans to shorten conscript service. Again,
Egypt did not attack.

By the spring and early summer of 1973, some of Israel's most
senior officers, although not military intelligence, were alarmed.
Again, Egyptian military preparations were extensive, and the se-
cret transfer of sixteen Mirage fighters from Libya to Egypt was
known to intelligence officers.17 In an interview on 9 April, Presi-
dent Sadat spoke of his satisfaction with the pace of arms shipments
from the Soviet Union and warned once more of the coming battle.18

And during the third week of April, Israel again received a report
from a "reliable source" that set a definite date for the impending
attack.19

General Ze'ira, then head of military intelligence, reviewed the
evidence on 13 April and again for meetings of the general staff on
16 April, 9 May, 14 May, and 21 May. Intelligence continued to
receive a flow of documents reiterating the emphasis within the
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Egyptian military on adequate capability in the air as a precondition
to attack. These reports, which did not reach military intelligence
directly but came through another intelligence channel, were cir-
culated to senior civilian as well as military leaders. Drawing on this
evidence, General Ze'ira concluded that no fundamental change in
Egypt's evaluation of its own capabilities had occurred; deterrence
still held. He suggested rather that by increasing tension, President
Sadat was trying to improve the Arab bargaining position in the
private talks soon to take place between Egypt and the United States
and at the Nixon-Brezhnev summit scheduled for June. Sadat's
strategy was one of coercive diplomacy, and consequently, alarm in
Israel would invite U.S. pressure and accomplish Egyptian pur-
poses.20 Questioned subsequently at a closed meeting of the Foreign
Affairs and Defense Committee of Israel's parliament, Ze'ira ex-
plained that although Sadat found it difficult to tolerate the status
quo, all other available alternatives were worse.21

The head of the Mossad, the Central Intelligence Collection
Agency, was skeptical of the analysis provided by military intelli-
gence and, at one of the general staff meetings, challenged the
assumptions on which the estimate was based. General Zamir sug-
gested that Sadat's preconditions for war had been met: an invading
Egyptian army could operate on the east bank of the Suez Canal
under the protection of its missile umbrella, and the dense anti-
aircraft system could defend Egypt's heartland against strategic
bombing.22

The chief of staff was also concerned. Alluding to the fruitless
exchange between Hafez Ismail and Henry Kissinger and to Egyp-
tian frustration over the continuing deadlock, Elazar suggested that
Egypt might be tempted to launch a military attack to force nego-
tiations. Although the risks of a use of force were greater than its
prospects, Sadat might chance military action rather than suffer the
consequences of continued stalemate. Alternatively, it was possible,
as military intelligence suggested, that Egypt was seeking to manipu-
late military tensions for political purposes; Sadat would go to the
brink and then retreat. By military logic, Egypt should be deterred,
but, the chief of staff concluded, he was not persuaded that Egypt
would not attack.23 A careful reading of the testimony of Elazar
before the parliamentary committee on foreign affairs and defense
demonstrated the difficulty the chief of staff encountered in inter-
preting evidence that could not discriminate between alternative
interpretations of Sadat's intentions.

The minister of defense shared the concerns of his chief of staff
but was also chary of needlessly alarming the United States and,
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consequently, inviting unwelcome pressure. Accordingly, pre-
cautionary measures, falling far short of full-scale preparations to
defend, were put into effect: the date of previously scheduled
military exercises was advanced, the army was put on extended
alert, major improvements to infrastructure and defense were
undertaken, and a very small number of reservists—largely
technicians—were mobilized.24

For the third time, Egypt did not attack. And when Egypt did not
attack, confidence in the validity of redeployment as a tactical
indicator decreased, while confidence in the validity of the strategic
assumption increased. Indeed, it was only after this third large
redeployment by Egypt failed to culminate in attack that the concept
developed by military intelligence was accepted by the chief of staff
and the minister of defense. Their skepticism of redeployment as a
useful tactical indicator was founded not only in its repeated trial
and failure but also in its inability to discriminate among multiple
interpretations. It could indicate either preparation to attack or
brinkmanship—which would support arguments of effective deter-
rence and bluff.

When the same indicator is consistent with competing interpre-
tations, with arguments of successful and failing deterrence, it is
problematic as a guide to the interpretation of evidence and the
estimation of likely actions. Nevertheless, all other tactical indicators
had been eliminated, and the strategic argument offered by military
intelligence had not been proven wrong even if it could not be
proven right. In an uncertain environment, civilian and military
leaders reluctantly accepted a concept of successful deterrence.
Drawing on this concept, they would concentrate on the con-
tingency of a large-scale attack and would approach their task with a
single prediction and a related indicator that varied too slowly to be
of much use. Yet other indicators were unconnected to a set of
logical arguments and, moreover, were of questionable validity. By
the summer of 1973 Israel's leaders were intellectually impover-
ished: conceptual examination of deterrence was incomplete and
tactical indicators insufficiently valid to assist in the difficult task of
estimation.25

Just as the changed strategic climate affected the concept of
deterrence, so it affected those of defense and miscalculated escala-
tion. Here the war of 1967 was particularly relevant. Looking back
on the three weeks preceding Israel's preemptive strike in 1967,
some of the senior military officers argued that war grew out of
miscalculation. Israel's large-scale military mobilization in response
to Egypt's expulsion of the United Nations Emergency Force,
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though defensive in nature, was indistinguishable from preparation
for offense. At best, Israel had misjudged Egypt's strategy: Presi-
dent Nasser had deliberately provoked a preemptive strike and so
forced Israel to initiate the war it had wished to prevent. At worst,
Egypt's president had misinterpreted Israel's defensive intentions
as offensive.26 Egypt's difficulty in distinguishing offensive from
defensive intent flowed, in part, from Israel's reliance on a citizen
army as the basis of defense. Standing forces are inadequate to
defend, and reserves must be mobilized, but as units are called up in
large numbers, the army acquires the capacity for attack as well as
defense. And as it does so, an adversary is encouraged to strike first.
Indeed, it was this line of reasoning that led Israel to preempt in
1967.

This concept of miscalculated escalation directly affected evalu-
ation of an option of mobilization. Leaders considered that there
were costs other than economic and consequences other than those
of deterrence and defense to the call-up of reserve forces. The
emphasis on miscalculation, moreover, was consistent with a status
quo power; leaders who wished to preserve the status quo would be
more reluctant to risk unintended escalation and consequent desta-
bilization. The policy implications were obvious: no mobilization or
preemption until and unless leaders estimated a high probability of
deterrence failure. A concept of miscalculated escalation demands
strong indication of an impending attack before any defensive
response is appropriate. And leaders were restricted to a single
indicator of deterrence failure. Until and unless Israel had evidence
that Egypt had altered its assessment of relative capabilities in the
air, or abandoned improvement in its offensive aerial capability as a
requirement of attack, a defensive response could be premature and
dangerous. Strategic concepts did not consider a range of responses
that might differ in their escalatory potential yet be appropriate to
different degrees of warning. Again, the argument was over-
simplified: a single and restrictive criterion of warning, linked to a
high probability requirement, reduced the attractiveness of all de-
fensive options.

If mobilization was considered more dangerous than it had been
before 1967, it was also deemed less necessary in the changed
strategic conditions after 1967. Military leaders had adapted the
concept of defense to extended frontiers, which decreased the
danger to civilian centers and made mobilization less urgent. Plans
assumed that tank battalions of the regular forces on the front,
together with the air force, could contain an attack until the arrival
of reserve forces.27 General Yariv, the director of military intelli-



70 • Psychology and Deterrence

gence until 1972, was explicit on this point.28 In May 1973, respond-
ing to a request by the minister of defense, the general staff
prepared a series of contingency defense plans. In the south, regu-
lar forces would reinforce front-line troops (Operation Dovecote),
while the defense of the north required a limited mobilization of
reserve units (Operation Chalk). If time were available, the full
deployment of all reserve forces would be completed before an
attack began (Operation Rock).29 Strategic concepts and planning
dealt, however, only with the two contingencies of complete warning
or no warning at all.

A related though less important factor was recognition by civilian
and military leaders of the economic and social costs of repeated
cycles of mobilization. If Israel were to respond to every Egyptian
mobilization with a countermobilization, it would have had to do so
some twenty times since January 1973. Frequent mobilization, Min-
ister of Defense Dayan explained, would disrupt the fabric of life in
a country dependent on a citizen army.30 The regular army and
strategic depth were treated as substitutes for the frequent mobiliza-
tion that would be necessary if Israel were to respond in a reciprocal
fashion to Egyptian and Syrian military activity.

Concepts of defense and miscalculation interacted to reduce the
likelihood that mobilization would be chosen as an appropriate
response, especially if the warning were ambiguous. In their
changed strategic environment, Israel's leaders were confident of
military victory under almost any contingency of attack; strategic
depth made early mobilization less necessary, and miscalculation
made early mobilization more dangerous. These constraints would
apply principally, however, to the mobilization of large numbers of
reserves. A partial call-up would be much less likely to lead to
unintended escalation; a selective reinforcement of front-line forces
with armor and artillery was simply not a credible prelude to a
general attack. Strategic concepts did not consider the probable
impact of different levels of mobilization on deterrence, defense,
and escalation; they did not systematically relate response to warn-
ing and challenge. Again, strategic arguments were insufficiently
articulated and differentiated.

This examination of the concepts of deterrence, defense, and
miscalculated escalation, developed by both political and military
leaders, has pointed to important areas of weakness in strategic
thinking. Specifically, an undifferentiated concept of deterrence
compounded the difficulties already inherent in estimation and
warning. Similarly, a concept of defense that linked response only to
unambiguous warning, while unusually sensitive to the danger of
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unintended war, was of little use in clarifying responses appropriate
to varying likelihoods of deterrence failure and to the trade-offs
among them.

These strategic concepts were not trivial. On the contrary, they
served as collective systems of thought, as organized systems of
belief that leaders used to organize and interpret information.
Widely shared among civilian and military leaders, they were criti-
cally important in setting the parameters for the diagnosis of a
problem, the interpretation of evidence, and the formulation of
policy options. Insofar as they were widely shared, strategic beliefs
would have a major impact on the estimation of their adversaries'
intentions and on the choices that followed. This set of interrelated
and mutually reinforcing concepts would prove to be a principal
source of unmotivated error as Israel's leaders once again con-
sidered the possible failure of deterrence in the autumn of 1973.

Estimation and Decision: Warning and Mobilization

After a battle in the air between Syria and Israel on 13 September
1973, in which Damascus lost thirteen planes, Syria reinforced its
armor and artillery, not an unusual response to such a major
incident. Ten days later, however, Syria had not yet launched its
expected reprisal but had intensified its military activity along the
cease-fire lines. Egypt had begun its annual army maneuvers, this
year with full divisional participation. Responding to the dense
deployment of Syrian armor, artillery, and missiles, the minister of
defense decided to bring Israel's armored force up to strength in
conformity with standing plans. It was almost a routine decision:
Israel anticipated some military response by Syria to the loss of its
planes.

On 30 September the director of military intelligence, General
Ze'ira, met with his staff to consider the growing troop con-
centrations. The evidence was not at all easy to interpret. Although
the Egyptian army was deployed in battle formation, it had been so
deployed several times before. These maneuvers were larger in size,
but they had been increasing every year for several years, and this
time civil defense organizations in Egypt were not activated, as they
had been on previous occasions. However, in the early hours of the
morning of 1 October, a report arrived alleging that that day, or at
the latest on 6 October, Egypt and Syria would launch a full-scale
attack.31 After a long discussion that lasted into the early hours of the
morning, military intelligence concluded that an attack was unlikely.
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At a regular general staff meeting the next morning, General
Ze'ira reported the results of the extended evaluation. Egypt had
begun a large-scale multibranch exercise that would end on 8
October. The high level of alert was routine in an army on such large
maneuvers. Alternatively, it was possible that Egypt mistakenly
anticipated military action by Israel—Israel recently had conducted
large paratrooper exercises in Sinai. The alert also might be de-
signed to deter military action against Syria: Egypt viewed the air
battle with Syria as a premeditated attack by Israel and was attempt-
ing to prevent any further military action. The alert could be
defensive, deterrent, or the result of miscalculation.

Syria, too, was reinforcing its lines following the hijacking by
Palestinians of a train carrying Soviet Jews to Vienna. Israel's
analysts considered that Syria could be preparing a reprisal for the
loss of its own planes or that it now anticipated (mistakenly) a
reprisal by Israel for the hijacking and was taking appropriate
defensive action. In a regress of expectations, military intelligence
considered that Egypt and Syria, for quite different reasons, might
miscalculate Israel's intentions. The director of military intelligence
concluded that the probability of attack was low.

Military activity on the two fronts continued, and three days later,
Minister of Defense Dayan asked for an informal meeting with the
prime minister and her close advisers. The head of intelligence
research reported some unusual deployment of artillery, but, on the
other hand, there had been no activation of civil defense; critical
indicators were inconsistent. He told those assembled that both
armies were so deployed "that they were able at any moment to
launch an attack."32 Nevertheless, he concluded, although the capa-
bility to attack was present, "the possibility of an Egyptian-Syrian
war does not seem likely to me, since there has been no change in
their assessment of the state of forces in Sinai so that they could go to
war."33 To estimate likely Egyptian action, military intelligence re-
lied on the single indicator derived from its strategic assumption:
Egypt's evaluation of its relative military capabilities. More impor-
tant than evidence of capability to attack was documentary evidence
of perceptions by the Egyptian military of its inadequate capability.
Additional explanations of routine activity and miscalculated fear of
an attack by Israel were consistent with this estimate of Egypt's
evaluation of its inadequate capabilities and could explain the scope
of Egyptian military activity.

The prime minister asked whether additional troops were needed
to strengthen front-line forces. Chief of Staff Elazar responded that
if additional troops were transferred to the north, force levels in the
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south would be affected. Some mobilization of reserves, therefore,
would be required, and if Syrian deployment along the lines per-
sisted as it had in the past, the mobilization could be protracted.
Alternatively, front-line forces could be strengthened by additional
equipment. Elazar's rapid evaluation and elimination of partial
mobilization as an option is not surprising. If the standing army
could block an attack, which in any event was considered unlikely,
mobilization of additional forces made little sense.

Dayan was considerably less sanguine, about both Syria's inten-
tions and its capabilities. Most important, the forward deployment
of anti-aircraft missiles could not be explained by the prevailing
analysis; it was not consistent with a miscalculated Syrian estimate of
an impending reprisal by Israel and suggested preparation for
offense. In a then inconsistent use of the concept of miscalculation,
however, the minister of defense concluded with the statement that
he hesitated to issue orders "which would mobilize Syria to attack."34

Dayan appeared to argue that defensive action by Israel could spark
preemptive action by Syria—but such an argument is not consistent
with his increased estimate of the probability of a Syrian attack. The
implications of the two arguments were directly contradictory: the
former called for caution, while the latter required strengthening of
deterrence and defense. Although he used both, Dayan did not
consider the contradiction inherent in his simultaneous use of the
concepts of miscalculated escalation and defense.

Although the chief of staff shared the intelligence assessment that
Egypt and Syria were technically capable of attack with little advance
warning, he nevertheless concurred with the estimate that a coordi-
nated attack was unlikely. He concluded, however, by reiterating his
expectation that he would be given adequate warning of an attack.
Indeed, most war-gaming had been premised on a warning period
of two to six days, and he considered a warning of only twenty-four
hours catastrophic. Yet this assumption of certain warning was
logically inconsistent with Elazar's assessment that Egypt and Syria
could attack with very little notice. The chief of staff paid no
attention to this contradiction between these two critical expec-
tations. Simply as a precaution, General Elazar authorized a transfer
of additional armor and artillery to the more vulnerable northern
border.

Late in the evening of 4 October, photographs from a special air
reconnaissance mission revealed considerable strengthening of
Egyptian forces along the canal and the forward movement of
bridging equipment toward three different sectors of the front.35

The director of military intelligence received other disquieting
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information that same evening: units of the Soviet fleet stationed
near Alexandria and Port Said had begun to move out, and
Antanov-22 aircraft had arrived in Cairo and Damascus to withdraw
the families of Soviet advisers. Military intelligence considered at
least three explanations of the withdrawal. First, the Soviet Union
knew of an impending attack and, anticipating the military conse-
quences of a counterattack by Israel, was withdrawing its personnel.
Such an interpretation was alarming in its implications. Alterna-
tively, if Soviet-Syrian relations had deteriorated badly, as some
speculated, Syria might have requested all Soviet advisers to leave,
but this would not explain why Soviet personnel were being with-
drawn simultaneously from Egypt.36 Third, it was possible that the
Soviet Union had accepted Syrian allegations, broadcast repeatedly
in the preceding several days, that Israel was about to attack.37

Again, however, if this were so, Moscow would have asked Wash-
ington to warn Israel against attack, and no such warning had been
received. Uncommitted yet to any explanation, the director of
military intelligence considered the withdrawal so disquieting that
he immediately informed the chief of staff. Within moments Elazar
decided to alert the air force and mobilize its support personnel.

Throughout that night and the following morning, senior intelli-
gence, military, and civilian leaders debated the significance of the
Soviet withdrawal. General Ze'ira preferred the first of the three
interpretations, even though it was inconsistent with his estimate
that Egypt and Syria would not attack, that they were deterred. The
other two explanations, as he pointed out, were inconsistent with the
evidence. Yet, General Ze'ira did not pursue his reasoning to its
logical conclusion. Rather, in a series of briefings to military and
civilian leaders the next morning, he presented all three interpreta-
tions, two with their attendant qualifications, but accepted none,
explaining that he did not know why Soviet personnel were being
withdrawn and was awaiting further information. Here a critical
opportunity to revise the estimate of a low probability of attack was
missed.38

General Ze'ira also reported that the pace of military activity on
both borders had quickened. In what appeared to be an offensive
deployment, Syria had moved two squadrons of Sukhoi bombers to
front-line air bases, and Egypt had sent additional tanks and artil-
lery forward. After reviewing all the evidence, the director of
military intelligence estimated that the probability of attack was still
low. Nevertheless, his confidence in the success of deterrence began
to waver, and he concluded by informing his colleagues that he
anticipated confirmation of Egyptian intent from a "reliable" source
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within a few hours.39 The chief of staff added that he, too, expected
additional evidence if Egypt and Syria intended to attack. Because
of the growing uncertainty, however, Elazar recommended a full-
scale alert at the highest level.

The minister of defense concurred with the recommendation.
Dayan considered the evacuation of Soviet personnel significant but
again expressed his concern that any movement of Israel's forces
could spark preemptive action by massed Arab armies. He urged
that the United States be contacted to prevent any mis-
understanding of Israel's intentions and that Washington be asked
to persuade Moscow to restrain Egypt.40 Dayan worked simul-
taneously with the hypotheses of failing deterrence and mis-
calculation, with the contradictory expectations of premeditated
and preemptive attack. To resolve the contradiction between the
two in the face of ambiguous evidence that could not validate either,
he added that, even if Israel mobilized and preempted, it could not
prevent an attack by massed Arab armies:41 he discounted the value
of mobilization to diminish the value conflict.

This was a critical series of meetings. If an option of mobilization
were to have been seriously considered, it should have been debated
that morning. Neither in the larger nor in the smaller meetings,
however, did mobilization of reserves receive any consideration.42

That it did not can be explained not only by the use of a single
oversimplified concept, as the Agranat Commission, set up after the
war to examine the causes of the intelligence failure, held, but, more
important, both by the way military and political leaders and intelli-
gence analysts used several interrelated concepts and by the in-
herent difficulty of the problem they were analyzing.

First, as the chief of staff subsequently made clear, mobilization
was excluded unless and until there was "an evaluation that hos-
tilities [were] about to break out."43 Such an evaluation depended,
largely, on a single concept, a single indicator, and a single source of
information. But even if concepts had not been oversimplified and
underdifferentiated, unambiguous warning would not have been
likely. Such warning is almost always difficult because the evidence is
frequently open to several plausible and conflicting interpretations.
The Agranat Commission, for example, charged that the chief of
staff had evaluated improperly the improvements to the descents to
the canal in the three days immediately preceding the attack. Elazar
responded, quite properly, that this kind of work had been done
tens of times by Egyptian forces during 1972-73.44 Unequivocal
warning was unlikely, in large part because the evidence was am-
biguous and intentions were difficult to estimate. The error lay in
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the specification of unambiguous warning as a necessary prelude to
serious consideration of mobilization. That it was considered neces-
sary can be explained largely by the reference, by civilian as well as
military leaders, to the concept of miscalculated escalation. The
chief of staff, for example, made explicit its causal connection to a
refusal to mobilize. "In most cases, there were definite warnings of
an attack, but we didn't mobilize because we feared this would cause
escalation and war."45 His concern was shared even more strongly by
the minister of defense. Because leaders feared miscalculated esca-
lation, unambiguous warning became the prerequisite to any deter-
rent or defensive action, and different levels of response were not
calibrated to different kinds of warning. Warning and response
became an either-or matter.

Finally, an estimate that defensive capability was adequate—even
if deterrence failed—made mobilization less important. The Agra-
nat Commission noted this confident evaluation of the capacity of
the standing army to absorb and contain an Arab attack until
reserves could reach the front.46 Indeed, General Ze'ira relied on
these assurances of adequate defensive capability to increase his
margin for error, General Elazar relied on the assurances by mili-
tary intelligence of adequate warning, and civilian leaders relied on
both when they dismissed the need for further defensive action.
Given estimates of low probability and limited loss from an attack,
mobilization became unnecessary. Choice flowed ineluctably from
the set of interrelated strategic assumptions.

Early the next morning, at 0340 hours, the director of military
intelligence received a telephone call informing him that Egypt and
Syria would attack that day at sunset. Meir and Dayan were in-
formed immediately and arranged to meet later that morning.
Warning had finally come. But when it did come, it was not un-
ambiguous and not all decision makers were certain.

First, the message suggested that an attack still was not certain:
President Sadat might postpone or cancel the offensive if he were
informed in time that Israel now anticipated an attack. This ability to
reverse course is a strategic asset for any challenger and compounds
the problem of estimation for the defender.47 Second, the reported
timing of the attack was puzzling. Senior officers considered that the
late hour would provide insufficient time for opening air strikes
and, consequently, questioned the validity of the information.48 And
finally, it was not the first time this kind of warning had come from
this source; the prime minister, the chief of staff, the minister of
defense all attested to repeated warnings in the past.49 The source
and content of the message created uncertainty in the minds of
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some, and even the Agranat Commission would describe the report
as "ambiguous."50 The prime minister drastically revised her esti-
mate of the probability of attack—"There was no doubt any-
more"—but Ze'ira and Dayan were more reserved: war was very
likely but not certain.51

At 0500 hours, Elazar informed the assembled general staff of the
new intelligence and of his intention to act as if an attack were
certain. He told his senior officers that he would propose large-scale
mobilization of combat reserves and a preemptive air strike against
Syrian airfields and missile emplacements. Dayan objected to the
request for large-scale mobilization of reserves as militarily un-
necessary and politically risky. Two divisions could adequately meet
defensive needs, and, as the Agranat Commission noted, "the De-
fense Minister wished to delay the mobilization of this additional
force so that no friendly country might possibly accuse Israel of
causing a conflagration by escalation."52 Not fully certain that an
attack was imminent, and confident of the army's capacity to contain
any attack that did occur, the minister of defense gave greatest
weight to the international political implications of military action.

Dayan's decision was largely insensitive even to a substantial
increase in the probability of attack. The two men could not agree
and turned for decision to the prime minister, who acknowledged
and resolved the contradiction between escalation and defense. She
subsequently recalled the basis of her decision to mobilize large
numbers of reserve forces. "I said . . . that I had only one criterion:
if there really was a war, then they had to be in the very best position
possible."53 After inquiring what was needed not for adequate but
for optimal defensive capability, Meir authorized a large-scale mo-
bilization of forces. To make her decision, she simplified by elimi-
nating all contingencies but the worst and all criteria but the best
defense.

While the chief of staff and minister of defense were arguing,
theater commanders were making final preparations for the antici-
pated attack. General Gonen, in charge of the southern front,
informed the commander of the Armored Corps in the Sinai that an
attack was expected that evening at 1800 hours but ordered the
redeployment of tanks—as required by plans—postponed to avoid
arousing Egyptian suspicions. At a general staff meeting later that
morning, Dayan asked whether the tanks in the south had been
ordered toward the front in conformity with Operation Dovecote or
whether such deployment would await Egyptian fire and an attempt
to construct cross-canal bridges.54 Unaware of the operational or-
ders issued by theater commanders, the chief of staff replied that
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three divisions were stationed in the south; one controlled the canal,
and the rest were awaiting final information on the detailed Egyp-
tian attack formation.

The chief of staff, General Elazar, had stated explicitly earlier that
morning at the general staff meeting that he had no choice but to act
as though an attack were certain. Orders and planning should
proceed accordingly. Yet it appears that senior officers in Southern
Command nevertheless considered miscalculated escalation a con-
sequence not only of mobilization but also of the redeployment of
regular forces. This redeployment was the central component of the
concept of defense; it was the regular forces that were to block an
initial attack and provide cover for mobilization of reserves. More-
over, the delay is understandable only if military commanders were
highly uncertain of Egyptian intent. But they were not. Although
Dayan and Ze'ira remained skeptical until the very last moment,
Elazar had argued earlier that morning that he had no choice, given
the accumulating evidence, but to assume that an attack was certain.
In making this estimate, he had secured the prime minister's acqui-
escence and support. And once an attack was treated as though it
were certain, miscalculation became irrelevant. Not only that, but it
also competed with attempts to strengthen defense and reinforce
deterrence. The general staff had been told that if President Sadat
considered that Israel was prepared for an attack across the canal,
he "might" postpone or cancel the planned offensive; redeployment
of armor would provide visible signals of such preparations.

At 1355 hours, 240 Egyptian planes crossed the canal to bomb
command posts, airfields, and radar installations, and 1,848 artillery
guns opened fire simultaneously along the entire front. In the first
ground attack at 1415 hours, Egypt sent 8,000 infantry across the
canal, as well as commando and infantry tank-destroyer units to
meet Israel's armor. To blunt the thrust of the Egyptian offensive,
Israel had 3 tanks and 7 batteries of artillery deployed along a front
of 160 kilometers. Two hundred seventy-six tanks were advancing
toward the front but were too far behind the lines to assist in
containing the initial attack. In the canal strongholds, there were
436 reservists isolated without support. In Tel Aviv, the mobiliza-
tion of reserves had only just begun four hours earlier.

Misperceptioa Deterrence, and Defense: An Assessment

This examination of the calculations of the defender in a deter-
rent relationship generates rather sobering conclusions. Errors
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abounded with respect to estimates of both the challenger's inten-
tions and its capabilities. The consequences of these errors were not
trivial; they had a significant impact on the formulation of strategic
policy and the choice among policy alternatives.

If one looks at the series of estimates of Egyptian intentions and
capabilities generated by Israel's senior military and civilian leaders,
if one tests the accuracy of these perceptions against the evidence
now available of Egyptian calculations at the time, the record is not
encouraging.55 The estimates were correct twice—in 1971 and 1972,
when deterrence did hold, when President Sadat was deterred by his
estimate of Egypt's inferior military capabilities. They were "right"
once for the wrong reasons—in the spring of 1973, when President
Sadat chose not to attack, but not because of Israel's military supe-
riority; and they were dreadfully wrong in the autumn of 1973,
when Egypt and Syria did attack. The evidence of misperception, of
underestimation, principally of Egyptian motivation to attack but
also secondarily of its capability to attack, is considerable. These
errors can be traced in the first instance to the heavy reliance on an
oversimplified, single-variable concept of deterrence and to the
structure of beliefs, to the interrelatedness of central concepts, that
permitted leaders to ignore the inconsistencies in the evidence by
moving from one concept to another. More important was the
singular emphasis on the military dimensions of deterrence, the
apolitical analysis of Egyptian strategy, and the insensitivity to the
extraordinarily high Egyptian estimate of the costs of inaction. I
examine first the errors in cognitive processes and then the larger
political context of deterrence.

Israel's leaders relied heavily on a stream of evidence detailing
Egyptian evaluation of its own capabilities. Their perception was
fairly accurate from 1971 through 1972, but much less so after
Egypt began to receive enormous amounts of military equipment
from the Soviet Union in the spring of 1973. Indeed, Israel's
military intelligence distinguished between its own evaluation of
Egyptian military capability and that of Egyptian leaders them-
selves. Analysts in military intelligence were more sanguine about
Egyptian capability; they insisted repeatedly that Egypt had the
capability to attack across the canal even while they were reading
detailed descriptions of the doubts of the Egyptian general staff.
Nevertheless, even though the misperception of Egyptian capability
was less than that of their Egyptian counterparts, Israel's general
staff did underestimate the impact of a dense antimissile system on
the capacity of its air force to operate over the canal zone and the
consequent damage that the Egyptian army could inflict on the
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standing army in the first forty-eight hours of an attack. Even this
allegation of error is questioned by some, however, since the con-
tingency defense plans to meet and contain an Egyptian attack were
never put into effect; the accuracy of the original estimate and the
consequent validity of the standing defense plans are still debated
among Israel's generals.

More to the point than the underestimation of Egyptian capability
is the overwhelming weight given to Egyptian perceptions of its
relative military capability in the general analysis of Egyptian inten-
tions. Israel's analysts were receptive to evidence of an Egyptian
evaluation of its inferior capability, particularly in the air, for two
quite different reasons. First, an emphasis on air superiority had
been central to Israel's strategic planning for decades. The bias
induced by availability would suggest that evidence so consistent
with Israel's strategic perceptions would resonate; here the recep-
tivity of Israel's leaders reflected unmotivated error.56

Second, and even more important, Israel's leaders paid very little
attention to a second critical component in Egyptian calculations—
the emphasis on the growing losses of inaction and the consequent
urgency to act. Only once or twice did the senior leadership make
reference to this dimension of Egyptian perceptions. Yet, as I
found, this was a critical variable in the Egyptian decision to chal-
lenge deterrence. Although the evidence does not permit conclusive
interpretation, it is likely that this was a motivated error: the conse-
quences of focusing on an Egyptian perception of frustration and
loss were unpleasant, forcing some consideration of diplomatic
alternatives that would change the status quo. This kind of mis-
perception is apparently not uncommon. Lebow finds in his inves-
tigation of brinkmanship that defenders frequently underestimated
the strength of their adversary's motivation to alter the status quo.57

Here motivated bias reinforced unmotivated error to sustain a
unidimensional perception of Egyptian intentions.

The interrelatedness among the three central strategic
concepts—deterrence, defense, and miscalculated escalation—also
generated serious unmotivated errors which affected not only the
perception of Egyptian intentions but also the consideration of
policy options. The contradiction came not between the policy
implications of deterrence and defense—here the two were com-
patible, although they need not necessarily be—but rather between
deterrence and defense, on the one hand, and miscalculated escala-
tion on the other.

It should be noted first that the concept of miscalculated escala-
tion was an inaccurate reading, even with the benefit of hindsight, of
Egyptian intentions in 1967. Although he did not intend to go to war
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in May 1967, although he did not plan an attack, President Nasser,
provoked in part by his wider Arab constituency, took a series of
steps that built toward confrontation. Ultimately, Nasser chose to
provoke a first strike by Israel to ensure its diplomatic isolation.58

There is no evidence to suggest that Nasser was acting in fear, that
he was preparing to preempt because he anticipated a first strike by
Israel; on the contrary, he awaited a first strike with confidence
because he had overestimated Egyptian military capability and its
capacity to absorb and then respond to an attack. If there was
miscalculation, it derived from Nasser's misperception of Egyptian
capabilities, not of Israel's intentions, and from the broader
phenomenon of "autonomous risk," from the loss of control as a
conflict begins to spiral.59 This was not the understanding of Israel's
leaders in 1973. They mistakenly argued that their premature
defensive preparations had been interpreted by Egypt as offensive
intent. That Israel's leaders would so misperceive Egyptian inten-
tions, even with the benefit of hindsight, is somewhat surprising;
such empathy with an adversary's fears is rare. Perhaps their read-
ing of Egyptian intentions can best be explained as the mirror image
of their own reasons for preemptive attack in 1967. Israel's senior
military leadership then had feared a premeditated Egyptian attack,
and it was precisely this fear that motivated its urgent demand for a
preemptive strike. It is conceivable that a cognitive bias of avail-
ability now worked to encourage Israel's leaders to transpose their
remembered fears to their Egyptian counterparts.

The interconnectedness among these three critical organizing
concepts—one, miscalculated escalation, flawed in interpretation,
and another, deterrence, flawed in its unidimensional simplicity—
had serious consequences both in the misperception of Egyptian
intentions and in the consideration of policy options. First, and most
directly, evidence of Egyptian behavior inconsistent with successful
deterrence could easily fit with a concept of miscalculated escalation.
The availability of this second concept permitted leaders to deny
rather than confront inconsistency in their estimate of Egyptian
intent. Second, and particularly striking, was the establishment of
near certainty of attack as a prerequisite for response. This pre-
requisite flowed directly from the strong emphasis on mis-
calculation by civilian as well as military leaders. This kind of search
for certainty must leave leaders poorly equipped to deal with the
ambiguity that is always characteristic of a policy environment
where the intentions of another can never be determined with
certainty.

Third, the interrelatedness among these three concepts made it
easy for leaders to ignore the trade-offs when they considered
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whether or not to reinforce deterrence. Mobilization was un-
necessary because deterrence was succeeding. In any event, it was
unnecessary because the standing army could adequately defend
until the reserves arrived at the front, and, in addition, it was
dangerous because it could spark a preemptive attack when no
attack was premeditated. By reference to prevailing concepts, lead-
ers quickly identified a "dominant" strategy. Although this domi-
nance of a preferred option is explained satisfactorily by cognitive
predispositions, motivated error may also have played a minor
supporting role. The evidence here is far more speculative and open
to question, but in October 1973 Israel's leadership was in the midst
of an election campaign, eager to demonstrate the benefits of its
stewardship of foreign and defense policy, the efficacy of Israel's
deterrent strategy. A mobilization of reserves in the middle of an
election contest and on the eve of the holiest of Jewish holidays
would have alarmed the electorate and reminded them of the
ongoing security threat. It is not unreasonable to speculate that
Israel's civilian leadership engaged in some wishful thinking when it
studiously avoided the trade-offs among alternative policy options.

An important caveat is in order here. Although the explanatory
power of cognitive predispositions and biases, supplemented sec-
ondarily by motivated error, is strong and persuasive, its weight in a
broader explanation of failures in estimation and decision is yet to
be established. Obviously important, for example, are the difficul-
ties inherent in the task, the bias to misperception built into the
policy environment. Misperception is induced by cognitive dy-
namics but facilitated by the difficulties of estimating an adversary's
intentions in an uncertain and complex international environment.
The difficulty in distinguishing offensive from defensive prep-
aration, for example, clearly complicates assessment of an adver-
sary's intentions.

When intentions cannot be inferred from capabilities, as they
cannot be when offense is indistinguishable from defense, analysts
must look elsewhere for relevant evidence. Israel's analysts ac-
knowledged this difficulty and perforce turned to documentary
evidence of Egyptian intentions, documents they considered to be
valid. And these documents were accurate, at least in 1971 and 1972.
But when the Egyptian evaluation of its military capability began to
change, as it did in the spring of 1973, the flow of documentary
evidence did not. Egyptian officials have suggested subsequently
that Egypt knew that Israel knew of Egyptian military doubts and
that, consequently, Egypt continued to provide "disinformation"
that emphasized Egyptian skepticism of its own capability long after
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the change in military strategy made this skepticism less relevant.60

And, as Whaley argues in his classic study of military deception,
there is little defense against disinformation that is consonant with
existing preconceptions.61

It was impossible, of course, for intelligence officials in Israel to
distinguish a priori between disinformation and valid information.
Their only recourse was to multiple sources of evidence that, they
hoped would produce convergent conclusions. As is clear from the
record, military intelligence did draw on several sources of evidence
to assess Egyptian intentions, but the thrust of the information was
contradictory rather than convergent. From the field, for example,
intelligence officers received a warning in December 1972 and
several again in May 1973 that an attack was imminent. In each case,
these warnings contradicted documentary evidence of Egyptian
reluctance to risk war. And at the time, the warnings quickly ap-
peared to be false, although it is now known that President Sadat did
seriously consider and then postpone military attack. Ironically,
these warnings may well have been "wrong" for the "right" reasons,
even as the intelligence estimates were "right" for the "wrong"
reasons. Yet the "cry wolf syndrome" operated here: with each
successive warning, the prediction of an impending attack became
less credible.

The cry wolf syndrome is an occupational hazard in the per-
ception of the intentions of an adversary. Endemic to processes of
estimation and warning, its consequences become more difficult to
discount over time. To validate the warnings they had received,
intelligence officers relied on the accuracy of the forecasts. This,
however, was a poor basis for their validation. Built into the process
of estimation is an inverse relationship between the inaccuracy of a
series of warnings and success over time. To the extent that a
warning is judged to be false at one moment, it is more likely that a
subsequent warning that is true, coming from the same source, will
be treated as false. The general staff in Israel confronted this
dilemma writ large: it had no basis for evaluating past estimates by
military intelligence that the probability of an attack was low. Just as
experts unjustifiably concluded that past warnings from the field
were false, with as little basis senior military and civilian leaders
concluded that past estimates of military intelligence were true.
Despite complex cognitive biases that promote overconfidence and
certainty, this kind of judgment is one that both intelligence experts
and policy makers must resist making; they must recognize that they
cannot determine the validity of a specific warning by its immediate
outcome. The estimate of intentions is the most difficult, uncertain,
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and risky component in the prediction of the outcome of deter-
rence. To estimate the likelihood of a challenger choosing to use
force, a defender has recourse to "hard" evidence of military capa-
bility, from which limited inference can be drawn, to "soft" evidence
of intentions, from which inferences must be drawn, and to past
experience, which is a poor guide to the future.

This analysis of the interactive impact of cognitive and motivated
bias with the inherent uncertainties and environmental complexities
of deterrence strategies raises two policy questions. The first is the
more limited: it operates largely within the framework of deter-
rence and asks how the prediction of deterrence failure can be
improved. The second is far more fundamental. It transcends the
assumptions of deterrence by asking whether deterrence failure can
be avoided. I now examine each in turn.

There are no easy solutions to the stubborn problem of reducing
misperception, of improving the estimation of an adversary's de-
cision calculus. Recognition of both the predisposition to bias, how-
ever, and the environmental limits to warning dictates an initial set
of recommendations, directed as much to defense planners as to
those with primary responsibility for the estimates of an adversary's
intentions and capabilities.

First, and most importantly, adequate warning of attack can be
devoutly hoped for but never assumed. Rather than plan on certain
warning, military officers must build the contingency of error into
their defense planning. General Elazar violated precisely this pre-
cept in 1973. In discussions with his commanders and senior offi-
cers, he reiterated his expectation of a warning of at least forty-eight
hours should Egypt move to attack. Given the obstacles to warning—
the difficulty in assessing an adversary's intentions, the ambiguity of
much of the evidence, the inherent uncertainties—such an expec-
tation is simply not justified. A promise of warning should neither
be given by intelligence experts nor be believed by commanding
officers. Rather, as Betts concludes from his examination of surprise
attacks, leaders must plan for survival despite error.62 To do so, they
must often sacrifice future defensive capability to present defense
readiness. That choice is never easy.

Second, defense planners as well as intelligence experts must
recognize that warnings cannot be validated, except long after the
fact. Consequently, the premises of past warnings that appear
inadequate should not be discounted, and the reasoning that gener-
ated predictions that do match outcomes should not be inflated.
Civilian and military leaders must be as wary of the "cry sheep" as of
the "cry wolf syndrome." Given the problematic basis of most
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politico-military prognoses, arguments must be reevaluated on their
merits each time they are made.

Third, military commanders must recognize that intelligence
experts deal with ambiguous evidence open to multiple interpreta-
tions. They must resist the fallacy of misplaced concreteness.
Rather, in discussions with intelligence advisers, they must insist on
the presentation of alternative explanations that might plausibly
account for the evidence. Those who depend on intelligence esti-
mates can challenge experts to disprove alternative explanations as
well as to document and defend the interpretation they offer.63

Recognition of the inherent uncertainties will encourage healthy
skepticism both among those who "consume" and among those who
"produce" estimates. Once military and civilian leaders acknowl-
edge uncertainty, they will have to confront the difficult choice
between reducing the risk of unintended war by avoiding pro-
vocative military action or avoiding surprise by early deployment of
defensive forces. That choice is not easy. However, the alternatives
are not always mutually exclusive. In Israel's case, for example,
partial mobilization would have increased defensive preparedness
without creating the capacity to attack. Explicit recognition of these
kinds of trade-offs should permit more nuanced policy.

An additional set of recommendations derives directly from my
examination of the calculations of Egyptian leaders who considered
whether or not to attack. Drawing on the factors they considered
important, and matching Israel's estimates to these calculations, I
pinpointed the obvious misperceptions. The pattern of mis-
perception suggests categories for inclusion in subsequent estimates
and a structure for analysis that may provide a more complete basis
for estimating the likelihood of a challenge to deterrence.

Three components in the calculations of Egyptian leaders were
particularly important in shaping their decision whether or not to
use force. Their assessment that the military balance precluded
attack was a strong but temporary deterrent to action. Israel's
intelligence analysts gave overwhelming priority to this component
of Egyptian calculations. Indeed, drawing on direct evidence of
Egyptian thinking, they virtually excluded all other factors from
their analysis. Herein lay a major error. The complexity of a de-
cision to go to war suggests that any single factor analysis, no matter
how well corroborated by evidence, should be suspect. A calculation
of military inferiority, as we have seen, may be at best a temporary
deterrent, an obstacle to be overcome, if other factors favor military
action. An analysis based exclusively on a challenger's calculation of
relative capabilities should become especially suspect as time goes
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on. It does not provide an adequate basis for assessing the likelihood
of deterrence failure.

Leaders can look to at least two other closely related factors to
broaden the analytic basis of their assessments. Especially important
in the calculations of Egyptian leaders were their estimates of the
plausible alternatives to military force and their assessments of the
costs of inaction in comparison to those of military attack. Both these
calculations emphasize not military factors but rather the political,
diplomatic, and economic consequences that color consideration of
a military option. Over this period, Egyptian estimates of the domes-
tic and international losses of inaction grew substantially, and as they
grew, they reshaped the comparison of the two options of military
action or inaction. Closely related was the increasing pessimism in
Egyptian estimates of the alternatives to military action. In shaping a
decision whether or not to use force, consideration of the prospects
and consequences of inaction was as important as evaluation of the
consequences of a military option.

A final recommendation is immediately obvious. When intelli-
gence analysts begin to uncover these kinds of estimates—estimates
of severe losses of inaction—and repeated expressions of frustration
with the available alternatives to a use of force, they should immedi-
ately begin to give serious consideration to the possibility of deter-
rence failure. They should do so, moreover, even if they have solid
evidence that opposing leaders consider their capabilities inferior
and discount a military option. At the very least, incoming infor-
mation should be evaluated against the two competing hypotheses
of deterrence success and failure to determine which better explains
the broadest range of evidence. Such a comparative look at the
evidence should reduce reliance on a single factor and generate
uncertainty; at a minimum, explicit consideration of the possibility
of deterrence failure should do much to alert analysts and policy
makers to its probability.

This discussion of technical and procedural improvements to
reduce the incidence and consequence of misperception immedi-
ately raises the broader and more difficult question, Can deterrence
failure be avoided? One answer is immediately apparent: ac-
quisition of additional military capabilities alone will not suffice over
time when an adversary is intensely frustrated and highly mo-
tivated. Egypt's capacity to design around Israel's superior military
capabilities bears eloquent witness to the validity of this proposition.

The obvious alternative is a mix of accommodation and coercion,
of reassurance and threat. Snyder and Diesing, in their examination
of international crises, conclude, as does Lebow in his study of
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brinkmanship, that neither coercion nor conciliation alone will
work.64 The policy challenge is to design the appropriate mix. The
investigation of Egyptian and Israeli perceptions supports the valid-
ity of this general proposition. First, when Egyptian leaders con-
sidered that negotiations held some promise of success, no matter
how limited, they were reluctant to use force. It is striking that even
in a relationship of such intense hostility and suspicion, the chal-
lenger nevertheless paid attention to the subtext of diplomacy as
well as to the dominant motif of threat and coercion. My analysis
suggests, then, that a defender must work not only to inflate its
adversary's perception of the likely costs of military action—the
principal thrust of prescriptive theories of deterrence—but simul-
taneously to reduce the perception of the likely costs of inaction.
Deterrence is a useful strategy to buy time only if a defender uses
the time to address the source of grievance, frustration, and
revisionism.

The difficulty, of course, lies not with the general proposition but
with its specifics. First, challengers are as likely to misperceive and
misinterpret accommodative signals as they are coercive language.
If they interpret conciliatory offers as evidence of weakening re-
solve, as they frequently do, then deterrence failure can become
much more likely. Second, much depends on the timing of con-
ciliatory offers in the broader sequence of coercive action; if con-
ciliation is tried before a defender's resolve is credible to a chal-
lenger, it is likely to be perceived as weakness.65 Third, it is entirely
possible that the incompatibilities that divide a challenger and
defender are so fundamental and all-encompassing that no accom-
modation is possible.

My examination of the bargaining relationship between Egypt
and Israel since 1948 suggests that not much more than a tactical
accommodation between the two was possible until after the
October War.66 Even in the period examined here, the two did
consider a limited agreement in 1971, for example, whereby Egypt
would have reopened the canal and rehabilitated the cities along the
waterway in return for a withdrawal of Israel's forces. If they had
reached agreement, it is at least plausible to argue that Egypt would
not have chosen to resort to force in 1973. But Egyptian and Israeli
leaders could not agree: they argued about the scope of the with-
drawal, the demilitarization of the territory that was to be evacuated,
and the duration of the proposed agreement. Egypt would not
concede despite its pessimistic evaluation of the military balance,
and Israel saw no reason to conciliate, no military or diplomatic
imperative to accommodation.
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The war changed the negotiating environment, although not
precisely in the way President Sadat anticipated when he chose to
use force for political purposes. Despite the optimal conditions of
the Egyptian attack—a two-front attack for the first time in Arab
history, a military operation that benefitted from meticulous plan-
ning, repeated rehearsal, and surprise—the Egyptian army came
perilously close to disaster. For this reason Sadat was not prepared
to risk his hard-won political gains in a further use offeree; the only
alternative was the political concessions he had been unprepared to
make two years earlier. Israel, sobered by the enormous costs of the
use of force and alarmed by the fragility of deterrence, now pre-
ferred the option of reducing Egyptian frustration through con-
cession. The challenge to deterrence, on the one hand, and the
asymmetrical outcome of the fighting, on the other, acted together
to reshape leaders' perceptions: the one would not have sufficed
without the other. In a deterrent relationship extended over time,
both the challenger and the defender finally learned.

This empirical examination of deterrence emphasizes not only a
challenger's estimate of relative military capabilities but also the
political, economic, and diplomatic imperatives that inform the
broader set of calculations. It also underlines the pervasiveness of
misperception by both the challenger and the defender. Defenders
must take cognizance of both these factors. Insofar as they focus on
the broader grid of a challenger's perceptions, they can at least
identify the grievances that inflame an adversary and consider the
appropriateness of conciliation. The obstacles to successful con-
ciliation are legion: mutually reinforcing misperception, reciprocal
fear, the timing of accommodative action within the broader context
of a coercive relationship, and the appropriate mix of accommo-
dation and coercion in any given sequence of action. The evidence
shows, however, that exclusive reliance on deterrence over time is
itself a high-risk strategy. Deterrence may be necessary, but it is not
sufficient.
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I thought and we thought we were old enough to make our own

decisions. • Leopoldo Galtieri, 7 June 1982

It would have been absurd to despatch the fleet every time there was

bellicose talk in Buenos Aires. • Margaret Thatcher, 3 April 1982

• The recent war in the South Atlantic was neither a deterrence nor
a reassurance failure. Britain did not practice either strategy of war
prevention. The war broke out because of two serious and mutually
reinforcing misjudgments: the belief in London that Argentina
would not invade the Falkland Islands and the expectations in
Buenos Aires that Britain would accommodate itself to a military
takeover of the islands.* The former illusion made British policy
makers unresponsive to warnings of invasion while the latter en-
couraged the Argentine^i/nto, dissatisfied with the progress of nego-
tiations, to seek to resolve the question of sovereignty once and for all
by force.
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Any analysis of the Falklands War must start by accounting for
these two misjudgments; only then can we hope to explain the air of
unreality that characterized the behavior of the two protagonists
throughout the prewar period and, in the case of Argentina, well
into the actual war. No doubt, there are lessons here for other policy
makers as well. For miscalculation in this instance may have led to
what some have described as an opera bouffe conflict in a remote
corner of the world, but the causes of the conflict are not likely to
prove so arcane or idiosyncratic.

Any kind of definitive treatment of the crisis must obviously await
the emergence of the relevant documents.1 This would include
intelligence estimates, diplomatic correspondence, and memoirs of
the principal actors. In the absence of these documents the inves-
tigator can only piece together the outlines of the story from the
evidence available at this time. This consists principally of speeches,
newspaper accounts, interviews and, above all, the visible actions of
the protagonists. As such evidence is not only fragmentary but
possibly misleading, the following analysis is of necessity speculative
in nature. The hypotheses it advances concerning miscalculation
cannot be documented conclusively. They can, however, be shown
to be consistent with the existing evidence. Only time and sub-
sequent study will reveal the extent to which they are valid. A
preliminary examination is nevertheless a valuable exercise to the
extent that it identifies the attributes of the case that have significant
theoretical or policy relevance and, by doing so, directs later re-
search to these questions. This study is offered with such a purpose
in mind.

Self-deception in London

On 3 March 1982 Argentina disavowed the negotiations that had
just taken place with Britain in New York over the future status of
the Falkland Islands. On 2 April Argentine marines stormed ashore
near Port Stanley, overwhelmed the small British garrison, and
raised the Argentine flag over the Falklands. The month between
these two events was marked by steadily escalating tensions between
Argentina and Britain as well as obvious Argentine military prep-
arations for an invasion. However, from the vantage point of Lon-
don the danger looked remote. It was not until 29 March, four days
before the invasion, that the Cabinet Office and the government
judged the situation to be serious. In response, they ordered a
submarine and support vessels from the Mediterranean to the
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South Atlantic. Prime Minister Thatcher did not summon her first
cabinet meeting on the crisis until the night of 31 March. By then,
the Economist rightly observed, it was too late to deter with anything
but words.2

As is so often the case with intelligence failures, Britain's inability
to foresee the Argentine invasion cannot be attributed to simple lack
of information. The British government had ample intelligence
about Argentine intentions and military preparations. From 3
March onward, Buenos Aires had done its best to signal both its
dissatisfaction with the status quo and its intention to do something
about it. The Argentines also made efforts to publicize rather than
conceal their military preparations in the hope that this demon-
stration of resolve would elicit a British concession on sovereignty
that would make military action on their part unnecessary. Beyond
this, London was in receipt of a wide range of information about
Argentina from both open and clandestine sources. The Joint
Intelligence Committee (JIG) of the Cabinet Office, whose task it is
to warn the government of impending foreign threats, had before it
all the cable traffic from the British embassy in Buenos Aires. This
included reports from political officers, military attaches, and secret
intelligence sources run through the embassy. The JIG also had
access to naval and other relevant intelligence.

Britain participates in a worldwide naval intelligence network
together with the United States, Canada and Australia. A Fleet
Ocean Surveillance Information Center (FOSIC), run by the United
States Navy in London, analyzes data from their combined intelli-
gence sources in the Atlantic, and routinely passes its reports on to
the Royal Navy. A major source of FOSIC's information is the global
ship radio monitoring system run by the four powers. Another is the
U.S. navy's four ocean surveillance satellites (OSUS) which use
radar and infra-red cameras to detect ships. They can also monitor
their radio and radar signals.3 Close-up photo-reconnaissance can
be provided by SR 7Is. The United States, in response to a British
request, flew such a surveillance mission in the South Atlantic prior
to the Argentine invasion.4

Britain also receives signal intelligence from a variety of U.S. and
jointly operated listening posts, one of them on Ascension Island in
the South Atlantic. According to Ted Rowlands, a Labour Member
of Parliament (M.P.), who handled the Falkland question in the
Foreign Office until 1979, Britain had successfully broken the
Argentine diplomatic code. He told the House of Commons that in
terms of intelligence Argentina was an open book for the British.5

No one in the Thatcher government has disputed his claim.
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There can be little doubt that the government had enough infor-
mation to suggest the very real possibility of a military confrontation
in the South Atlantic. By its own admission in various statements to
the press and in Parliament, the government was aware of the
following:

2 March: The Argentine Government terminates negotiations
with Britain and announces that it reserves its right
to "seek other means" of regaining the Falklands.

3 March: La Prensa, known to have good connections with the
junta, announces its dissatisfaction with the nego-
tiations and predicts the liberation of the Falklands
by force within three months unless Britain agrees to
cede sovereignty.
Junta members begin dropping hints to diplomats
that they are contemplating some kind of unilateral
military action in the absence of a commitment by
Britain both to speed up negotiations and to put
sovereignty of the islands formally on the agenda.
Clarin and other newspapers begin talking about the
prospects for an invasion of the Falklands.

14 March: An Argentine air force Hercules 130, claiming tech-
nical difficulties, makes an emergency landing at
Port Stanley airport.

19 March: Employees of an Argentine scrap firm land on South
Georgia Island and raise the Argentine flag.

22 March: A group of Argentines occupies the Port Stanley
office of the Argentine state airline and unfurls the
Argentine flag.

25 March: Three Argentine warships arrive in South Georgia
to give "full protection" to the landing party.

27-28 March: British intelligence sources learn of the impending
departure of the Argentine fleet with wartime
stocks.

28-29 March: The Argentine fleet puts to sea a force that includes
an aircraft carrier, two missile destroyers, a battle-
ship, and two corvettes, ostensibly to conduct ma-
neuvers with Uruguay.

29 March: The Argentine press is put on a worldwide alert by
the government; diplomatic leaves are cancelled;
DYN, the Argentine news agency, citing unnamed
military sources, announces that the marine regi-
ment with the fleet has been issued food rations,
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arms, and ammunition; Uruguay asks the British
government if any Falklanders wanted to be airlifted
to safety "before the invasion."

31 March: London learns that the Argentine naval units on
maneuver have broken away from the Uruguayan
force and are steaming toward the Falklands.

1 April: Argentina's foreign minister tells Britain's ambassa-
dor in Buenos Aires that "the diplomatic channel as a
means of solving the dispute is closed." The Buenos
Aires magazine Siete Dias publishes a fictitious front
page of the Times with the headline "Argentine Navy
Invades Falkland Islands" alongside a photograph
of Argentine marines allegedly storming ashore.

2 April: Argentina invades the Falkland Islands.

In fairness to the Foreign Office, the JIG and the prime minister,
all of these "signals" only became clear in retrospect. At the time,
they were also consistent with a strategy of bluff, as British ministers
hastened to point out. Lord Carrington told the House of Lords:
"Had this been the first time over the past 20 years that some allusion
to the use of force had been made from the Argentine side it might
have struck Britain as more significant than it did.6 Prime Minister
Thatcher put her finger on the dilemma that a situation of repetitive
threat created for the government. On 4 April, she explained to her
critics in the House of Commons that "several times in the past an
invasion had been threatened. The only way of being sure of
preventing it would have been to keep a large fleet close to the
Falklands, 8,000 miles away from base. 'No government has ever
been able to do that,' she insisted, 'because the cost would be
enormous.' "7

One must feel some sympathy for policy makers caught in this
bind. However, the problem of repetitive threat neither excuses nor
fully accounts for the poor judgment of the British government.
Faced with the prospect of recurring crises, it was incumbent upon
the British to develop indicators to help distinguish bluff from the
real thing. This they failed to do. Instead, London waited for
indisputable evidence of impending attack. Due to what Robert
Jervis has called the "masking effect," the fact that moves associated
with bluff and preparations for attack are generally indis-
tinguishable until the very last moment, Argentine intentions only
became clear after it was already too late to do anything to influence
them.8
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A useful analogy can be drawn to the situation faced by Israel in
October 1973. Israeli military intelligence had devised a series of
tactical indicators to predict the possibility of an Egyptian attack.
Their principal indicator was the deployment and reinforcement of
troops along the cease-fire lines. Also deemed significant were the
mobilization of reserves, construction of ramps and bridging
equipment along the Suez Canal, and the imposition of wartime
security measures at military bases throughout the country. On
three occasions prior to the October attack, in December 1971,
December 1972, and in April-May 1973, the Egyptians did all of
these things without going to war.

The Israelis, who had braced themselves for war in each instance,
understandably lost confidence in their tactical indicators. They fell
back upon strategic indicators of attack. Their hypothesis was that
Egypt would not attack unless two conditions were met: that the
Egyptian air force be capable of striking at Israel in depth, in
particular at Israeli airfields, and secondly, that Egypt be joined in
the attack by Syria. Israeli military intelligence accordingly con-
sidered an Egyptian attack highly unlikely before 1975, the earliest
possible date they believed the Egyptian air force capable of ab-
sorbing enough Soviet equipment to achieve the requisite strike
capability.9

The Agranat Commission, established by the Israeli cabinet to
investigate the 1973 intelligence failure, attributed much of the fault
to the fact that Israel's strategic indicators were based on the flawed
assumptions that Egypt would only go to war together with Syria,
and then to seek Israel's destruction. Israeli intelligence ignored the
possibility of a limited war, fought for less ambitious objectives, a
conflict in which Egyptian equality in the air was not an essential
precondition of success. Egyptian forces relied instead upon a
missile screen in the vicinity of the canal to keep the Israeli air force
at bay. The erroneous Israeli fixation on general war, for which the
Arabs were clearly not ready in October 1973, combined with Israeli
disillusionment with tactical indicators, encouraged Jerusalem to
dismiss Sadat's escalating threats of war in the summer and late fall
of 1973 as bluff initiated in the hope of winning diplomatic con-
cessions. For the same reason, Israel's leaders did not become
particularly disturbed by the build-up of Egyptian forces along the
canal, the evacuation of Soviet dependents, and the subsequent
warnings of attack. All of this they had seen before.10

If the Israelis were led astray by a faulty conception of the
strategic objectives of their principal adversary, they at least had
such a conception. The British by contrast gave no evidence of
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having developed any express notion of the political-military condi-
tions under which Argentina might attack the Falklands. At best,
they seem to have developed a misleading tactical scenario that
presupposed that any Argentine escalation of the conflict would be
gradual, begin with suspension of air services, and not lead to an
invasion until the end of the year.11

The Agranat Commission faulted the very existence of a strategic
conception, as it inevitably biased information processing. Janice
Gross Stein, in her perceptive study of Israel's intelligence failure in
1973, argues that such conceptions can function as useful aids to
policy makers concerned with developing indicators of warning.
The important question, she believes, is not the use of an organizing
concept but rather "its logical coherence and completeness, its
relationship to other concepts in a larger analytical system, and the
way it is used."12 According to Stein, a strategic conception con-
cerning deterrence, defense, and miscalculated escalation must
analyze and relate at least five issue areas to be considered coherent
and complete. It ought to include an evaluation of the interests at
stake, specify the challenge to be deterred, evaluate the adversary's
calculation of the conditions and options for challenge, consider the
credibility of a commitment to respond, and describe appropriate
responses to deterrence failure.

It is not the purpose of this chapter to develop a strategic concep-
tion for Britain concerning her commitment to defend the Falkland
Islanders' right of self-determination. It is rather to make the case
that, had such a conception been developed by the British, it would
have made them very much more sensitive to the possibility of
Argentine military action. Such a conception would of necessity
have required an examination of the Falkland question from the
Argentine perspective. Any moderately sophisticated effort in this
regard, based only on the information already at hand, would have
highlighted striking differences between the situation in 1977, the
last time Argentina appeared on the verge of invading, and in 1982.
All of these differences should have been seen as having had the
effect of increasing the attractiveness to Buenos Aires of an invasion
while at the same time reducing its perceived military cost.

Perhaps the most important difference between 1977 and 1982
was that in the interim Argentine leaders had lost faith in nego-
tiations with Britain and had concluded that they would never
achieve sovereignty over the Falklands by diplomacy.

Since 1965, at Argentina's insistence, the two countries had been
conducting almost yearly negotiations with regard to the future of
the Falkland Islands.13 These talks were often preceded by saber
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rattling in Buenos Aires, but serious violence had always been
forestalled by Argentine expectations that negotiations would ulti-
mately lead to a transfer of sovereignty. Step by step, the British
appeared to be moving in that direction. The Wilson government
recognized the legitimacy of Argentina's de facto claims to the
islands. The Heath government signed a communications agree-
ment that gave Buenos Aires control of air transportation to and
from the Falklands. Subsequently, Argentina was permitted to
lengthen the Port Stanley runway, increase tourist traffic with the
mainland, and take over management of the Falklands' energy
supplies. Islanders made growing use of Argentine hospitals and
schools. Both sides assumed that sooner or later some mechanism
could be found that would enable Argentina to "recover sov-
ereignty" yet still permit Britain to protect the rights and life style of
the inhabitants.

Progress in this direction had continued, if at a snail's pace, until
the "lease-back" debacle of 1980-81. Nicholas Ridley, the new
junior minister put in charge of the Falklands question following the
Conservative victory of 1979, settled upon the lease-back proposal,
first broached by his predecessor, as the most promising solution to
the sovereignty dilemma. His goal was to placate both Buenos Aires
and the islanders by transferring formal sovereignty to Argentina
while leasing back British administrative responsibility for them.
Although backed by Lord Carrington, Ridley failed to generate
enthusiasm for the lease-back proposal either in the cabinet, sen-
sitive to the chauvinism voiced by many backbenchers on the ques-
tion, or in the islands, where public opinion regarded the scheme
with suspicion. Ridley's report to the House of Commons on 2
December 1980 was greeted with derision and hostility from right-
wing Tories who wanted to know why the Foreign Office could not
leave the matter alone.14

Two months later the talks resumed in New York. This time
Ridley brought islanders with him to meet directly with Argentina's
representative, Carlos Cavandoli. According to Adrian Monk, one
of the islanders included on the delegation, Cavandoli held out the
promise of a "democratic form of government, a different legal
system, different customs, and a different form of education." The
only thing Argentina wanted, Cavandoli insisted, was sovereignty.
The islanders declared that they could agree to nothing before their
council elections in November.15

After this round of inconclusive negotiations, the Argentine
press, and, privately, government officials as well, began to accuse
the British of stalling and voiced considerable pessimism about the
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prospects of a diplomatic solution. Two subsequent developments
appeared to lend credence to their view. In September 1981,
Thatcher removed Ridley from the Foreign Office and replaced
him with Richard Luce, a politician with a reputation for caution. In
November, the Island Council elections were held with Ridley and
the lease-back proposal the principal issue. The anti-lease-back
forces won a clear victory: two moderate representatives who had
attended the talks in New York were defeated by hardliners ada-
mantly opposed to any further concessions to Argentina.

The junta, now headed by General Leopoldo Galtieri, who had
assumed power in December, made a final attempt in February
1982 to reach an agreement with Britain. Enrique Ros, the nego-
tiator sent by Argentina to New York, demanded the concession of
sovereignty before the year's end. The most the British would agree
to was the creation of a negotiating commission to work toward this
goal. Moreover, Richard Luce, representing the British, now in-
sisted that any agreement would also have to meet the approval of
the islanders. The Thatcher government in effect gave the islanders
a veto power over the negotiations, something that all but precluded
any transfer of sovereignty. The significance of this development
was not lost to the junta. Upon his return home, Ros was disavowed
by the generals, and the talks were broken off. The Argentine press
began to speculate about an invasion.

As Argentine leaders became convinced of the impossibility of
obtaining sovereignty over the Falklands through diplomacy, they
also came under increasing pressure at home to achieve that elusive
but immensely popular goal. The political vulnerability of the junta,
the result of its poor performance on a range of important domestic
issues, made this pressure all the more difficult to ignore.

The excesses of Peronism had been such that five years earlier, in
March 1976, the junta's accession to power in a bloodless coup had
been greeted with a nearly universal sense of relief. By the spring of
1982, however, the generals had succeeded in alienating almost all
of their earlier backers. Their repression of the left, expected to be a
short-lived operation, turned into an extensive and often indis-
criminate reign of terror directed not only against Montoneros but
any element of the society too free-thinking for the military. Esti-
mates of the victims run as high as 20,000 and include entire families
tortured and killed, sometimes without any apparent motive.16

Economically, the picture was also bleak. A country of 28 million
people, and with the highest standard of living and the highest rate
of literacy in Latin America, Argentina had been brought to the
brink of economic disaster by thirty years of political instability and
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economic mismanagement. The junta had vowed to reverse this
trend through free market policies but had only succeeded in
intensifying the pace of economic decline. After an initial improve-
ment, economic growth dropped from a high of 7.1 percent in 1979
to below 1.0 percent in 1981. In 1980, Banco de Intercambio, a
leading financial institution, collapsed along with twenty-seven
other banks, as did Sasetru, the country's leading conglomerate.
Ninteen eighty-one was even more disappointing. Continuing fail-
ures of banks and businesses forced the junta to abandon its eco-
nomic program. This in turn led to a run on the peso and a series of
devaluations. The inflation rate shot from 87 to 149 percent. Real
wages declined by 18 percent, and unemployment may have
climbed as high as two million.17

The precipitous economic decline had its political consequences.
Independent farmers and entrepreneurs, originally among the
junta's supporters, openly voiced criticism of its economic programs.
Organized labor, emasculated by the generals in 1976, also began to
reassert itself. The General Confederation of Labor (CGT) slowly
rebuilt its grass-roots organization and on 30 March 1982 defied the
ban on union political activities by filling Buenos Aires' Plaza de
Mayo with thousands of protesting workers. The demonstrators,
shouting for "bread, freedom and work," were only dispersed after
four hours of battle with police armed with water cannon and tear
gas. In Mendoza, the same day, police are reported to have fired on
union demonstrators.18

Political parties also began to become active again. In June 1981,
the five largest parties, led by the Peronists and the Radicals, formed
the multipartidaria (common front) and demanded a new electoral
law that would permit open party activity and competition. The
junta did not feel strong enough to reject these demands outright. In
November, the generals issued guidelines for a new electoral law
that, while restrictive, was nevertheless interpreted as an important
step toward the ultimate restoration of civilian rule.

The junta also had to permit a substantially freer press. After
1976, newspaper editors had become very restrained in their criti-
cism of the military. In 1981 they became more outspoken, taking
the generals to task both for their mismanagement of the economy
and for their apparent failure to secure Argentine sovereignty over
the Falklands. The most vocal critics of the junta, La Prensa and the
English-language Buenos Aires Herald, began to call for an end to
military rule.19 These editorials were an indication of the junta's
growing isolation. In the aftermath of the 30 March labor demon-
stration the generals faced a stark choice: step down or do some-
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thing dramatic to restore public confidence and their own legiti-
macy. The obvious choice in the latter regard was recovery of
sovereignty over the Falklands.

Well before the spring of 1982, the junta's vulnerability on the
Falkland question was obvious. During the summer 1981 round of
talks, Carlos Cavandoli, the Argentine negotiator, had pleaded for
some concessions that would demonstrate progress on sovereignty.
Time and again he is reported to have told Nicholas Ridley: "Just
give me something to take back home."20 When Cavandoli's suc-
cessor, Enrique Ros, failed to obtain such a concession, he was
abandoned by the junta, anxious for domestic political reasons to
dissociate itself as much as possible from his mission. Spurned by
London, facing growing opposition at home, the distraught, anx-
ious men of the junta must have found the idea of military action
more and more attractive.

If London was insensitive to the junta's fast waning freedom of
action with regard to the Falklands, the South Georgia incident
should have made the problem apparent. A barren wasteland 800
miles south of the Falklands and over 1,000 miles east of the
southernmost tip of Argentina, South Georgia is inhabited only by
scientists at the British research base at Grytviken. On 19 March, an
Argentine naval transport ship on long-term contract to a private
company landed a team of workmen at Leith Harbour. Their
ostensible purpose was to cart away old equipment sold to them by
the British company that had formerly operated whaling stations on
the island. The director of the Argentine scrap company had
received permission for his men to land on the island from the
British embassy in Buenos Aires with the proviso that they obtain
permits from the base commander in Grytviken. The landing party
ignored the stipulated procedure and instead raised Argentina's
blue and white flag and sang the national anthem. The action seems
to have been carried out without the connivance or perhaps even the
prior knowledge of the junta.21

When apprised of the situation, the British Foreign Office pro-
tested to Buenos Aires. London also quietly dispatched HMS Endur-
ance, an Antarctic survey ship then in the vicinity of the Falklands, to
South Georgia. Niconor Costa Mendes, Argentina's foreign minis-
ter, assured the British that his government would send a ship to
take the men off the island. In response, the British kept Endurance
with its complement of twenty-one marines from the garrison at
Port Stanley at sea awaiting the arrival of the promised vessel.
Instead, three Argentine warships appeared and Endurance had to
beat a hasty retreat. Meanwhile, the Argentine government an-
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nounced that its navy would give "full protection" to men on South
Georgia. Clearly, the junta, once it realized the extent to which this
private initiative had caught the country's imagination, no longer
deemed it prudent to dissociate itself from the flamboyant gesture.

The South Georgia episode occurred in a climate of escalating
tension that had begun on 3 March following the repudiation of the
New York negotiations by Buenos Aires. The events of the next four
weeks indicated a shift to a harder line by the junta, the further
arousal of Argentine public opinion in expectation of military
action, and finally, actual preparations for the invasion of the
Falklands. This pattern of events, when seen against the political
background just described, did not indicate with any certainty that
an invasion would actually occur. However, it certainly should have
made it appear a very real possibility. British passivity in light of
these developments was really quite extraordinary.

According to Janice Gross Stein, the Israelis committed a second
major error in 1973; they insisted upon near certain knowledge of
an Arab attack before they were prepared to initiate any military
countermeasures themselves. Their concern to avoid what they
feared might be a premature mobilization derived in the first place
from the tremendous economic and social cost to Israel of calling up
its citizen army. Beyond this, it reflected Israel's experience in 1967.
Many senior Israeli military and intelligence officers had concluded
that war at that time had arisen only because of miscalculation.
Israel, the argument went, had misjudged Nasser's strategy, which
was probably one of bluff, and had initiated an unnecessary pre-
emptive attack. Stein points out that the Israeli commitment to avoid
a possible repetition of this situation also reflected relative satisfac-
tion with the status quo. The policy implication of this position was
obvious: no mobilization or preemption unless the leadership was
absolutely convinced that the adversary was itself on the verge of
attacking. Such a restrictive criterion of warning, linked to a re-
quirement for certainty, reduced the attractiveness of any markedly
significant defensive option during the crisis.22

Once again, there seems to be an analogy between the Israeli and
British cases. British policy makers, for many of the same reasons/as
the Israelis, appear to have insisted upon evidence of the near
certainty of an Argentine invasion before they were willing to
authorize the kind of military preparations that might have been
successful in deterring it or at least in limiting its chance of success.

Like the Israelis, British officials were fearful of the consequences
of miscalculated escalation. This concern had dominated the British
response to the 1977 crisis. At that time, diplomatic relations had
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been severed, Argentina had fired on a British ship, occupied the
dependency of Southern Thule, and cut off fuel supplies to the
Falklands. The Callaghan government, despite strenuous oppo-
sition from the Ministry of Defense, sent a hunter-killer submarine
to the Falklands as a precautionary measure. As the ensuing nego-
tiations were encouraging to Argentina, the threat of invasion
receded and the submarine was withdrawn after a month.

The most remarkable thing about the 1977 crisis was the secrecy
that surrounded the mission of the submarine. Its presence was
hushed up in order to avoid precipitating the very invasion the
vessel was sent to forestall. In doing this, Callaghan and his advisors
were willing to sacrifice whatever deterrent value the submarine
might have had, for that clearly required Argentine knowledge of its
presence.

For the British, the lesson of 1977 was that caution was likely to
reap a handsome dividend. Not surprisingly, therefore, the con-
sensus in both the Foreign Office and the Cabinet Office in March
1982 was for the need to avoid any public display of British resolve.
The fear was that this would only elicit a similar response from the
junta concerned about protecting its machismo in the eyes of Ar-
gentine public opinion. There was also concern, Lord Carrington
explained in Parliament, that moving ships into the area would
prove counterproductive by strengthening the hand of the ex-
tremists within the junta. "Nothing," he argued, "would have been
more likely to turn the Argentines away from the path of nego-
tiations and towards that of military force."23

The proclivity to do nothing unless invasion appeared imminent
was almost certainly reinforced by political and economic con-
siderations. The Thatcher government had met with little success in
lifting Britain from its economic doldrums and faced discouraging
electoral prospects. Its foreign and defense policies had also come
under increasing attack from the burgeoning peace movement.
War, under almost any circumstances, must have seemed a loath-
some idea to Downing Street. But all the more so to the extent to
which the Thatcher government could in any way be made to
appear responsible for it. This would almost certainly have made the
Tories that much more vulnerable at the next general election.
Military restraint no doubt appeared the best way to avoid this
problem.

Sending a tripwire force would also have cost money. By most
accounts, the climate in Whitehall was totally inimical to the author-
ization of extra expenditure. This penny-pinching mentality is said
to have been particularly marked in the Ministry of Defense, barely
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able to fulfill its various commitments on what it believed to be a
penurious budget. For Lord Carrington or John Nott, the defense
minister, to have asked the Overseas and Defence Committee of the
cabinet for .authorization for a naval force for the South Atlantic,
they would have had needed some very compelling evidence of the
likelihood of Argentine attack. This was lacking until 29 March,
four days before the invasion. The concern for saving money was so
pronounced, the Economist asserts, that a request from the foreign
secretary for a naval force any time before 29 March "would prob-
ably have been laughed out of court."24

As the Israeli and British situations illustrate, there are almost
always trade-offs to be made between escalation and passivity in pre-
crisis or crisis situations. Escalation, while it conveys resolve, if
premature or miscalculated, risks provoking the outcome it was
initiated to forestall. Often, it also carries economic and political
costs. Military passivity, on the other hand, is decidedly unpro-
vocative but may weaken or even undermine deterrence by con-
veying an inappropriate signal to an adversary. It too can have
serious military and political costs if war breaks out and finds the
nation unprepared.

Decisions regarding escalation are among the most difficult
leaders can face. The problem is extraordinarily complex because it
has political, military, and psychological components that must be
considered with regard to both foreign and domestic audiences. It is
also anxiety provoking, as the wrong decision entails significant,
perhaps even catastrophic loss. Moreover, there are no decision-
making rules that can be followed. Rather, policy makers must
consider and weigh a number of situational attributes, among them
the interests at stake, their confidence in deterrence, the political
vulnerability of the adversary's leaders, and the possible military
cost of inaction. Perhaps the most important consideration in this
regard is the judgment policy makers must make about the other
side's intentions. To the extent that a challenge of an important
interest or commitment is deemed likely, some kind of military
preparations are usually implemented as both a demonstration of
resolve and a means of putting the nation in a better position to wage
war if the crisis is unresolved. Conversely, when the challenge
appears remote, policy makers are more likely to prove responsive
to the possible costs of miscalculated escalation.

The importance of assessing the probability of a challenge brings
us full circle by highlighting the need for strategic indicators that
offer some insight into this question. In the absence of some kind of
strategic conception from which these indicators can be derived,
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policy makers must of necessity fall back upon tactical indicators, the
dangers of which we have already described, or rely upon their
personal assessment of the situation. Such judgments may be hap-
hazard, ill informed or even quite arbitrary. They are also likely to
escape the kind of scrutiny given to institutionally developed stra-
tegic conceptions, whose assumptions must normally be articulated
and defended before colleagues.

One danger of personal or informal assessments is that they can
all too easily, even unconsciously, be made consonant with the
politico-military needs of the policy makers who form them. By
doing this, policy makers may finesse the need to make trade-offs
between the sometimes incompatible objectives of buttressing de-
terrence and avoiding miscalculated escalation. They can convince
themselves instead that all, or almost all, of the "facts" of the case and
their own interests point to one or the other of the options open to
them. Some wishful thinking of this kind may have occurred in
London. Civil servants in Whitehall and members of the govern-
ment believed that military preparations on their part were likely to
provoke, not deter, a confrontation with Argentina. For this reason
among others they decided not to initiate any military preparations
until late in the crisis. As this left them vulnerable in the case of an
invasion, they accordingly had every incentive to believe that Ar-
gentina was bluffing. This could in turn be expected to bias British
receptivity to information about Argentine intentions.

The psychological approach to decision making may in fact hold
the key to understanding the British intelligence failure in the South
Atlantic. For the remarkable British passivity in light of all the
danger signals coming from Argentina still seems to defy ordinary
institutional explanations. Perhaps it is best understood as a form of
collective "defensive avoidance," an attempt by British policy
makers to shield themselves from threatening realities which they
were unprepared for and unable to face.

According to Irving Janis and Leon Mann's formulation of defen-
sive avoidance, a policy maker searches for an alternative to his
current course of action when he perceives serious risks to be
inherent in it. If the search reveals a feasible alternative, he will
adopt it without inner conflict. If, however, the policy maker is
unable upon first assessment to identify an acceptable alternative,
he experiences psychological stress. He becomes emotionally
aroused and preoccupied with finding a less risky but nevertheless
viable policy alternative. If, after further investigation, he concludes
that it is unrealistic to hope for a better strategy, he will terminate his
search for one despite his continuing dissatisfaction with the current
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policy and other available options. This results in a pattern of
defensive avoidance, which is characterized by efforts to avoid
fear-arousing warnings.25

Janis and Mann identify three forms of defensive avoidance:
procrastination, shifting responsibility for the decision, and bol-
stering. The first two are self-explanatory. Bolstering is an umbrella
term that describes a number of psychological tactics designed to
allow policy makers to entertain expectations of a successful out-
come. Bolstering occurs when the policy maker has lost hope of
finding a satisfactory policy option and is unable to postpone a
decision or foist the responsibility for it onto someone else. Instead,
he commits himself to the least objectionable alternative and pro-
ceeds to exaggerate its positive consequences and minimize its
negative ones. He may also deny the existence of his aversive
feelings, emphasize the remoteness of the consequences, or attempt
to minimize his personal responsibility for the decision once it is
made. The policy maker continues to think about the problem but
wards off anxiety by practicing selective attention and other forms
of distorted information processing.26

Bolstering can serve a useful purpose; it helps the policy maker
forced to settle for a less than satisfactory course of action overcome
residual internal conflict and move more confidently toward com-
mitment. But bolstering is detrimental when it blinds the policy
maker to the possible adverse consequences of his course of action.
It lulls him into believing that he has made a good decision when in
fact he has avoided making a vigilant appraisal of the alternatives in
order to escape from the conflict this would engender.

For years, the British government had been committed to twin
goals of a negotiated settlement of the Falkland dispute with Argen-
tina and protection of the liberties and interests of the islanders.
Superficially, each round of talks in New York seemed to bring these
objectives closer to realization. However, the negotiations also made
apparent the full extent of the differences that separated the par-
ties. The islanders, never pleased with the prospect of absorption by
Argentina, became even more hostile to the idea when the junta's
bloody suppression of the Argentine left revealed its utter disregard
for the most fundamental human rights. The Argentines were also
dissatisfied with the negotiations. They came increasingly to believe,
and not without reason, that they were behaving like the proverbial
donkey, tricked into pulling the cart by a carrot on a stick dangled
before him.

Some time before Argentina's repudiation of the New York talks,
British officials had begun to recognize that a negotiated settlement
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of the dispute was very unlikely given the seemingly unbridgeable
gap between the interests of the islanders and the demands of the
Argentines. This realization prompted a gradual but significant
shift in the British strategy for dealing with the Falkland question.
The Thatcher government began to move away from the objective
of actually finding a solution to the problem and instead sought
merely to forestall a crisis by keeping the negotiations alive. Ridley,
who made a serious and even courageous effort to confront the
problem head on, had elicited for the most part the scorn and even
antagonism of his colleagues. His report to the House of Commons
on 2 December 1980 was greeted with "howls of outrage." The
Economist reported that he appeared at the dispatch box shattered
and uncertain and many observers were astonished that he should
have wrecked his political career on such a hopeless little venture.27

The impractical goal of trying to continue the talks from year to
year was probably motivated in part by the illusory hope that some
future development would facilitate a settlement. A less charitable
explanation is that British officials had come to view the Falkland
dispute as a "hot potato," something that could only burn their
fingers if they picked it up. They sought instead to pass it on to their
successors for resolution. In either case, a strategy that substituted
procedure for substance was doomed to failure, as sooner or later
Britain would run out of new proposals or Argentina would tire of
the game. As we have observed, this critical juncture was reached
with the failure of the lease-back proposal, and not long afterwards
the negotiations stalled.

The Thatcher government was to a certain extent responsible for
the dilemma in which it now found itself. Supporters of Ridley insist
that between a third and half of the islanders did not oppose the
lease-back proposal when it was first broached to them. They argue
that more islanders would have come around had London made it
clear that it supported the idea and was prepared to compensate
residents who wished to leave rather than live symbolically under
the Argentine flag.

We will never know whether or not government pressure on the
islanders would have succeeded in bringing about a consensus in the
form of recognizing de jure Argentine sovereignty, for the policy
was never tried. Margaret Thatcher was unprepared to put any
pressure on the islanders. No doubt, she viewed such a policy with
loathing. Another reason for her caution may have been the
strength of the Falkland lobby among Conservative Members of
Parliament. This small but outspoken group of Tories portrayed the
Falkland Islands as a test case of the government's commitment to
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uphold traditional British freedoms. They allied themselves with
left-wing Labourites who also opposed any concessions to the junta
on the grounds that it was a fascist dictatorship. Both groups are
reported to have kept in close touch with the islanders and to have
encouraged them to keep up their pressure on the government. The
prime minister, already in trouble within her own party, and her
popularity sagging in the polls, would have been reluctant to an-
tagonize backbench opinion on this issue.

The prime minister's solicitousness toward the islanders signaled
to them that a harder line on their part was likely to be rewarded, as
indeed it was when they received what was in effect a veto power
over the negotiations. The whole affair was reminiscent, on a much
smaller scale, of the successful effort earlier in the century by
Orangemen to gain a stranglehold over successive British govern-
ments in order to forestall a settlement of the Irish question. They
too had a powerful lobby in Parliament that successive prime minis-
ters were reluctant to defy.

The two mediating conditions for defensive avoidance are: a state
of relatively high decisional conflict resulting from two clashing
types of threat that make easy resolution impossible; and the loss of
hope of finding a better solution than the defective ones already
considered. This was precisely the situation the British government
confronted in 1982. The failure of the lease-back proposal left the
government with only two clear policy alternatives. The first of
these, to put pressure on the islanders to accept Argentine sov-
ereignty, was unpalatable to the government and entailed serious
political costs at home. The other option, telling Buenos Aires that a
transfer of sovereignty was out of the question for the time being,
was something the British had all along been unwilling to do because
it would have required them to garrison the Falklands with forces
sufficient to deter an Argentine invasion.

Rather than face this unpleasant reality and the unappealing and
costly choices associated with it, the British government sought
escape in the illusion that its existing policy of stringing Argentina
along could be continued. Despite all the indications that this objec-
tive was no longer realistic, Luce and other British negotiators in
New York returned to London in March convinced that they had
"bought another year."28 They were surprised by the junta's dis-
avowal of the talks.

The British sense of helplessness in the South Atlantic seems to
have elicited all three forms of defensive avoidance. The overall
British policy objective of keeping negotiations alive was in effect a
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form of procrastination designed to postpone the need to make a
choice between the Scylla of islander interests and the Charybdis of
Argentine nationalism. It can also be seen as an attempt by the
Thatcher government to avoid altogether the responsibility for such
a decision by passing it on to their successors. Finally, the govern-
ment and the intelligence community engaged in bolstering. They
convinced themselves that the course of action to which they were
committed would succeed and became insensitive to information
that indicated otherwise. Toward this end, British leaders may
unwittingly have encouraged their intelligence organizations to
provide them with reassuring estimates. It would not be at all
surprising to find that intelligence officials shaded their evaluations
to bring them in line as much as possible with expectations of their
superiors. Air Commodore Brian Frow, director general of the
Falkland Island Office, has openly charged the Foreign Office with
ignoring the warnings he passed on from islanders because they
were found inconvenient.29 Some middle-level intelligence officials
have also confided to the press that "their raw material was far more
alarmist than the much blander assessment of it reaching ministers,"
assessments that are known to have played down the threat of
invasion.30 The failure of senior intelligence officials to insist upon
the development of a strategic conception could also have been, at
least in part, an expression of the same phenomenon.

We must return to the original justification given by both Mar-
garet Thatcher and Lord Carrington to explain their failure to
predict the Argentine invasion. This was that they were victims of
the cry-wolf phenomenon. As such threats had been made before
without resulting in invasion, they had become relatively immune to
them. Given the obvious difference between 1977 and 1982, one is
left wondering the extent to which this argument was really a
rationalization used by British leaders throughout the month of
March to convince themselves that the very outcome they feared the
most but were unprepared to confront would not actually come to
pass.

Self-deception in Buenos Aires

In May 1982, James Reston, the doyen of mainstream U.S. politi-
cal commentators, declared: "The problem in Buenos Aires is not
that the calculations of the generals went wrong . . . but that they
did not think or calculate at all."31 Reston's observation is typical of
the instant analysis that proliferated in the British, European, and
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North American press. The media in these countries for the most
part portrayed the Argentine junta as ignorant, short-sighted, and
even foolish men who went to war oblivious to its likely conse-
quences for their nation. While there is certainly some validity to this
judgment, it also helps to justify London's failure to foresee the
Argentine invasion. For if the junta behaved irrationally, indeed
unpredictably, then British leaders might to some extent be excused
for not foreseeing the invasion. The truth is more complex. The
British, as we have seen, were themselves guilty of a number of
errors and illusions. Nor were Argentine leaders quite so un-
sophisticated in their approach to the Falklands problem as is
commonly alleged.

After the termination of the New York negotiations, the generals
set out upon a deliberate course of escalating tensions with Britain.
Their strategy was to commit themselves step by step to military
action in the expectation that this would succeed in eliciting some
kind of British concession on sovereignty before they were com-
pelled to act. Such strategy had worked in 1977.

The junta first burned its bridges with public opinion. On 2
March, the generals announced that Argentina reserved its right to
"seek other means" to regain the Falklands. At the same time junta
representatives briefed the press on the unsatisfactory outcome of
the New York talks. This prompted bellicose editorial comments,
which continued throughout the month and culminated in pre-
dictions of invasion. Junta members also began dropping broad
hints to diplomats in Buenos Aires that they were considering
military action unless the British displayed willingness to cede sov-
ereignty. The Argentines even communicated the precise con-
cession they had in mind: a public statement by London that it would
resume negotiations with the purpose of reaching an agreement to
transfer sovereignty before the end of the year. Later in the month,
the junta increased the pressure further by sending three warships
to South Georgia to give "full protection" to a small party of Ar-
gentines who had unfurled the national flag on that island in
defiance of the British.

That this strategy was a form of political coercion is made appar-
ent by the fact that the generals made no effort to disguise their
intentions, nor later to hide their military preparations for invasion.
The latter were well publicized and meant to be taken by London as
palpable indicators of Argentine commitment and resolve. DYN,
the Argentine news agency, carried accounts of extensive naval
preparations including a report on 29 March that the marine regi-
ment attached to the task force had been issued food rations, arms,
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and ammunition in expectation of an invasion of the Falklands.
Even more telling was a query from Uruguay on 30 March, in all
likelihood with Argentine approval, asking Britain if any Falk-
landers wanted to be air lifted off the islands before the invasion.32

The Argentine strategy, while deliberate, was not altogether a
matter of choice for the junta. The generals were to a great extent
the prisoners of passions they themselves had helped to arouse and
to which they had subsequently become increasingly vulnerable by
virtue of their faltering legitimacy. In this sense, the March policy of
the generals represented something of a desperate gamble; it was
the last card they could play from a bad hand that held out any
prospect of success.

During this month of crisis London was probably in a position to
have eased the junta's dilemma in one of two ways. Thatcher could
have made a concession on sovereignty, as Buenos Aires certainly
hoped she would, or she could have assembled a naval armada that
was sufficiently imposing to permit the junta to back down without
necessarily losing face. The British government did neither.

After the invasion, David Owen, Labour's former foreign secre-
tary, suggested that the proper policy would have been to have
deployed hunter-killer submarines without any publicity.33 How-
ever, this would have done nothing to insulate the junta from the
domestic political repercussions of appearing to shy away from the
use of force. The only naval action that had any hope of success was a
visible and intimidating display of force, say a carrier task force with
a contingent of Royal Marines to augment the meager Port Stanley
garrison. This might just have allowed the generals to justify passivi-
ty as the only possible policy in light of the adversary's overwhelming
military superiority. Such an outcome might not have been at all
disadvantageous to the junta because it could have rallied con-
siderable political support at home and elsewhere in Latin America
by portraying itself as the victim of colonial oppression. Moreover,
by compelling Britain to assemble and send a naval armada all the
way to the South Atlantic it would unquestionably have succeeded in
giving the Falkland question much greater salience in London. This
in itself might even have helped to break the diplomatic logjam by
convincing the Thatcher government that the cost of ignoring
Argentine claims was at least as great as that of antagonizing the
Falkland lobby.

Unfortunately for the junta, it was dealing with an adversary
who was insensitive to so many of the political storm warnings
blowing from Argentina. The generals' strategy thus failed in the
first instance because their desperation went unrecognized in Lon-
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don. Argentine leaders were in effect trying to compel their British
counterparts to make the very choice they were trying so hard to
deny. In the end, the British capacity for self-delusion triumphed
over Argentine efforts to instill a sense of urgency in the British
consciousness.

By the end of March the junta accordingly found itself in a
position where it had to make some kind of decision about military
action. To back down, after having raised public opinion to a
feverish pitch, invited a political backlash that was likely to sweep the
generals from power. However, to carry through their strategy to its
logical conclusion, an invasion of the Falkland Islands, risked war
with Great Britain.

Like the British before them, they found themselves in the
kind of decisional dilemma that prompts defensive avoidance. Not
surprisingly, they too procrastinated and deferred a decision as long
as they could. The evidence indicates that Galtieri did not actually
pluck up his courage and authorize Admiral Anaya to break away
from maneuvers with Uruguay and steam to the Falklands until 31
March, three days after the fleet had put to sea.34

In weighing their decision, it seems likely that Galtieri and his
colleagues in the junta were in the end swayed by the consideration
that backing down entailed near certain political disaster whereas
invasion, if it did not lead to war, held out the prospect of substantial
gains for little cost. In this regard, the labor demonstrations against
the regime on 30 March, the very day before the decision to invade
was apparently made, could reasonably have been expected to have
brought home their vulnerability to the generals. They may even
have tipped the scales in favor of invasion. By contrast, there were a
number of reasons, some convincing and some much less so, why the
junta could bring itself to believe that the policy to which it was
committed would succeed. General Galtieri himself later con-
fessed to Oriana Fallaci that he downplayed the likelihood of a
British military response. "I'll tell you," he replied to her query,
"that though an English reaction was considered a possibility, we did
not see it as a probability. Personally, I judged it scarcely possible
and totally improbable."35

The principal reason why Galtieri may have discounted the possi-
bility of a strong British reaction was London's obvious failure to
communicate resolve. To the best of our knowledge no strongly
worded warnings, even private ones, emanated from London until
31 March, when the invasion was all but a fait accompli. Nor,
Endurance aside, was any effort made to strengthen Britain's naval
presence in the South Atlantic until quite belatedly. On 20 March, a
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submarine and support ships were ordered south from the Mediter-
ranean. Even then, this deployment was not announced publicly but
remained an unconfirmed press report. The ships did not reach the
Falklands until after the invasion. Endurance itself, sent to South
Georgia in the aftermath of the unauthorized flag raising incident,
was withdrawn when three Argentine warships appeared on the
scene despite Lord Carrington's earlier promise in Parliament that
"it would remain on station as long as necessary." This episode did
nothing to enhance British credibility.

The avowed reason for London's passivity was, of course, concern
for miscalculated escalation. In retrospect, it is apparent that this
was quite a mistaken emphasis. The British should have been more
fearful of a deterrence failure. Argentine leaders, propelled toward
invasion by the series of events I have described, were probably
predisposed to interpret British passivity as a sign of lack of resolve.
Tony Emerson, the Times correspondent in Buenos Aires, reported
that many Argentine officials had actually formed the impression
that the British failure to respond to Argentine provocations could
only be attributed to their desire to be rid of the Falkland problem
once and for all by means of an invasion.36

A second consideration that may have influenced Argentine
calculations was the junta's apparent belief that there was little or
nothing in a military sense that Britain could do to dislodge Ar-
gentina from the Falklands once they had actually occupied it. The
time for Britain to have acted was before an invasion, when a
reinforced garrison in Port Stanley could have opposed the Ar-
gentines with some expectation of success, or better yet when the
British fleet, had it been in Falkland waters, could have interdicted
the invasion force. Having missed this opportunity, Britain's only
logical military recourse was to try to dislodge the invaders, a very
risky and exceedingly complex operation that required forces and a
national commitment of an altogether different magnitude. Rear
Admiral John F. Woodward, commander of the Royal Navy task
force, himself agreed that recapture of the Falkland Islands could
be "a long and bloody campaign." There was, he admitted, "no
simple, short, quick military solution . . . while the Argentine re-
sisted."37

Galtieri confided that the junta thought such an amphibious
operation "inconceivable." When the British subsequently prepared
to carry it out he gave it little chance of success.38 Galtieri was not
alone in this opinion. Many naval experts, among them Americans,
who were presumably well informed on the subject, doubted
Britain's ability to liberate the Falklands even after the Thatcher
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government had committed itself to this course of action. "The
British aren't going to be able to do it," predicted a senior American
general. "They will control the seas but not the air."39 The Wash-
ington Post reported a similar expectation among high-ranking naval
officers. The consensus was that the British task force would not be
able to do much when it arrived in Falkland waters because it lacked
sufficient air power and logistical support. A retired U.S. admiral
told the Post: "The British made the decision to structure their navy
to only certain NATO tasks and have lost their ability to conduct
independent operations in the process."40 Drew Middleton, one of
the most respected U.S. military analysts, offered an only slightly
less pessimistic assessment in the New York Times.41

Subsequent events proved predictions of failure to be quite un-
founded, although the British did pay a heavy price for their
inability to provide adequate air cover for their fleet. The point,
however, is that, if knowledgeable authorities doubted Britain's
ability to recapture the Falklands, the Argentines might to some
degree be pardoned for their failure to foresee first the scope and
then the success of military operations against them.

A third consideration, which some commentators suggest in-
fluenced the Argentine decision to invade, was the change in U.S.
policy toward Argentina initiated by Ronald Reagan. Stanley Hoff-
mann, for one, has taken the line that U.S. policy "twice fueled" the
Falklands crisis. The Administration, he argues, first helped to start
it by leading Argentina to believe it could get away with seizing the
islands, and then made matters worse by trying to mediate a settle-
ment instead of immediately condemning the Argentine aggression.42

It is certainly true that even before Reagan took office he actively
sought to reverse the Carter approach to Latin America. Transition
team members journeyed to Buenos Aires and advised the junta to
clean up its act in order to pave the way for closer relations with the
United States. In Washington, administration intellectuals devised a
farcical distinction between "totalitarian" and "authoritarian" re-
gimes and used it to justify their circumvention of Carter's human
rights policy. In the United Nations, the United States delegate to
the Human Rights Commission supported Argentina's effort to
block disclosure of its abysmal human rights record in opposition
to the efforts of all the European democracies to make it public. In
March 1981, then President designate of the junta, General Roberto
Viola, who had commanded the army during the reign of terror,
was entertained at the White House by President Reagan, who called
him "a majestic personality." He was similarly feted by bankers in
New York.
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The reasons for Reagan's courtship of Argentina were both
ideological and geopolitical. The Administration, impressed by the
junta's strident anticommunism, sought to enlist its cooperation
against leftist regimes and guerilla movements in Central America.
Argentina was encouraged to speak out against the Mexican-French
initiative for a negotiated settlement in El Salvador. Cooperation
between the two countries was later broadened to encompass a wide
range of activities including the dispatch of Argentine "advisors" to
the Salvadoran and Guatemalan armies and to Somocista camps in
Honduras. Argentina also withdrew its ambassadors from Havana
and Managua in support of Reagan's policy and proved receptive to
the possibility of participating in the Sinai peace-keeping force.

The United States had always remained aloof from the dispute
over the Falklands' sovereignty. The Reagan administration, de-
spite its closer relationship with Buenos Aires, did not publicly
deviate from this line. It is not known what, if anything, General
Vernon Walters, Reagan's sub rosa intermediary with "author-
itarian" regimes, said about the Falklands on his several trips to
Argentina. It may be, as some critics of the Administration allege,
that he whispered words of sympathy into the ears of the junta.45

Even if true, this could hardly be taken as license for an invasion.
Nor should the Reagan administration's efforts to woo the generals
have necessarily provided any assurance that Washington would
turn a blind eye to Argentine aggression. After all, the United States
also had a long-standing and far more intimate relationship with
Britain, who was in addition a mainstay of her most important
military alliance. Washington was also opposed on principle to the
unilateral use of force to resolve territorial disputes. President
Reagan belatedly attempted to make this point clear in his fifty-
minute telephone call to General Galtieri on the morning of 1 April.
He tried unsuccessfully to persuade Galtieri to call off the invasion,
telling him that Britain was certain to respond with force and that an
invasion "would wreck relations between the United States and
Argentina."44

From the perspective of Buenos Aires, the U.S. record could at
best be seen as ambiguous. The Argentine military attache in Wash-
ington is nevertheless reported to have informed the junta that the
Reagan administration was so eager for Argentina's support in
Central America that "in a crunch it would tilt toward Buenos Aires,
not London."45 Galtieri admitted to Oriana Fallaci that he shared
this view. "I didn't expect his [Reagan's] approval or support," he
said, "but I was sure that he would behave with balance and neutral-
ity." It is significant that Galtieri was unwilling in this interview to
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face up to his own miscalculation. Instead, and with obvious emo-
tion, he portrayed Haig's mediation and Reagan's subsequent sup-
port for Britain as "a tremendous deception" in light of his close
personal relations with the president and the importance of Ar-
gentina for U.S. global strategy. "Both the Argentines and I," he
asserted, "see this as a betrayal."46 Such a paranoid response, indica-
tive of severe disappointment, is another sign of the importance
U.S. neutrality seems to have had in the junta's calculations.47

One further and on the whole more convincing explanation for
Argentina's miscalculation should be considered. This is the very
different cognitive contexts in terms of which Buenos Aires and
London conceived the Falkland problem. The different contexts
encouraged quite divergent estimates of British resolve.

From the Argentine perspective the Falkland Islands were
national territory that had been occupied by a colonial power since
1833. Continued British sovereignty over the islands was an atavism
in a world that had witnessed numerous wars of national liberation
to bring the age of colonialism to an end. General Galtieri gave voice
to this sentiment in his address to the Argentine nation on 1 May.
"Our cause," he insisted, "has ceased to be an Argentine problem. It
has become a cause of America and of the world, which does not
acknowledge colonialism as a situation which can be tolerated in this
century."48

Galtieri's claim was more than mere rhetoric. Opinion through-
out Latin America was strongly supportive of Argentina's claim
and on the whole, understanding of the junta's exasperation with
diplomacy.49 Within Argentina, feeling was even stronger. Every
newspaper in the country greeted "the recovery" of the "Malvinas"
with banner headlines. All the political parties, including those who
had been the most strident in their criticism of the junta, issued
statements celebrating the reconquest. Deolindo Bittel, leader of the
Peronists, whose views on just about everything were at odds with
the generals, publicly embraced Galtieri. Not to be outdone in this
orgy of nationalism, the CGT, which had demonstrated against the
junta the week before, called upon its members to return to the Plaza
de Mayo to voice their approval of its foreign policy. What linked
these disparate and antagonistic factions together was the belief on
the left as well as the right that the British occupation of the
Falklands represented, as La Prensa put it, "an intolerable insult to
Argentine independence and nationhood."50

Viewed in this light, it must have seemed a far-fetched notion
indeed that in 1982 a "colonial" power would try to reimpose its rule
on a liberated colony by force of arms, let alone succeed in doing so.
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World opinion, international morality, and, most important of all,
the constellation of international political forces, all appeared to
militate against it. The analogies that might have sprung into Ar-
gentine minds were Goa and Suez—an early invasion scenario
prepared by the navy was actually called Plan Goa. The original Goa
operation, a possible model for the Argentine operation, resulted in
a colonial power, Portugal, accommodating itself to the loss of its
colonial enclave on the Indian subcontinent when it was overrun by
India. Suez, of course, remains the best example of how an attempt
to reimpose colonial domination failed for all of the reasons already
alluded to.

The British conceived of the Falklands controversy in an alto-
gether different way. Politicians, the press, and public opinion for
the most part dismissed the colonial metaphor as inappropriate
because the population of the islands was of British stock and wished
to remain under the protection of the crown.51 Majority opinion did
not see the Argentine invasion as an effort at national liberation but
as an act of naked aggression carried out by a dictatorship against a
democratic and peaceful people. For the major parties and most
factions within them, even those who admitted some legitimacy to
Argentine claims, the military means Buenos Aires had used to
achieve its end were repugnant and unacceptable. There was, how-
ever, considerable disagreement as to the best way of effecting an
Argentine withdrawal.52

For British opinion, the dominant historical analogy was Hitler
and the origins of World War II. Newspapers and politicians made
frequent, if not incessant, reference to the events and lessons of that
period. Chief among these lessons was the need to stand up to
aggression lest failure to do so further whet the appetites of would-
be aggressors everywhere. The day before the invasion, the Times
drew the parallel between the two situations when it warned the
government that "it would be wrong to give Argentina the impres-
sion that any sudden Anschluss would be unopposed."53 The
Thatcher cabinet later pursued the same line of reasoning. On 7
April, Francis Pym began his first speech in Parliament as foreign
secretary with the declaration that "Britain did not appease dic-
tators."54 The prime minister herself justified the cost in lives and
money of retaking the Falklands with the twin arguments that
"aggression must not be allowed to succeed" and "freedom must be
protected against dictatorship."55 Probably the most succinct state-
ment of the essence of the analogy appeared once again in the Times.
The first editorial following the invasion declared: "We defended
Poland because we had given our word and because the spread of
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dictatorships across Europe had to be stopped for our own
sakes. . . . As in 1939, so today, the same principles apply to the
Falkland Islands. We have given our word, and we must, where we
can, prevent the expansionist policies of a dictatorship affecting our
interests."56

If it was inconceivable for Argentina that Britain would ever go to
war to regain the Falklands, it was equally inconceivable to most
Britons that they would not if it proved the only way to effect an
Argentine withdrawal.57 The different cognitive contexts in terms of
which the two countries conceived of the problem led not only to
contrasting visions of justice but also to quite different imperatives
for action. Unfortunately, policy makers in both London and Bue-
nos Aires, while not altogether ignorant of the other's conceptuali-
zation of the problem, seemed unable to grasp its implications for
that country's behavior.

Having reviewed the likely reasons for the junta's failure to fore-
see Britain's reaction to the invasion of the Falklands, one must still
assess the extent to which this judgment could be considered
reasonable based on the information on hand at the time. Such an
assessment cannot be made in terms of the outcome of the crisis
because there can be situations in which an adversary proves willing
to go to war in defense of a commitment but his precrisis behavior
nevertheless made it reasonable to assume that he would back down
or remain passive when challenged. The North Koreans, for exam-
ple, clearly misjudged the U.S. response to an invasion of South
Korea, but their expectation of U.S. nonintervention was not an
unreasonable expectation. U.S. statements and actions prior to June
1950 had given them good cause to believe that Washington would
not commit its few forces in the Pacific to the defense of South
Korea.58

Like the United States in Korea, Britain had sent misleading
signals to Argentina, signals that I have shown could have been
interpreted as indications of lack of resolve. It was also far from clear
that Britain had the means to recapture the Falklands even if it had
the resolve. Considering only this information, the junta might be
said to have acted with reasonable expectation of success. However,
there were other equally important attributes of the situation that
should have dictated caution in Buenos Aires.

It did not require sophisticated political analysis to grasp the fact
that an invasion of the Falklands dealt a severe blow to British honor
and prestige and that the British government and people would
probably be moved to do something about it. The Argentine
government should have been particularly sensitive to this reality
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given its problem in this regard. What reason did the junta have for
believing that Thatcher and her government would be that much
more able than it had been to ignore the demands of what was
certain to be aroused if not enraged public opinion?

The extent of public outrage in Britain became apparent immedi-
ately following the invasion. In a three-hour emergency parliamen-
tary debate, the first on a Saturday since the Suez crisis in 1956,
Margaret Thatcher, Lord Carrington, and John Nott were sub-
jected to a "verbal battering," the Times reported, "of a savagery
reserved by the House of Commons for occasions of national hu-
miliation."59 The prime minister faced a possible revolt among Tory
backbenchers and the prospect of a near total loss of confidence in
her by the electorate.60 A national public opinion poll published in
the Daily Mail on 6 April revealed that 80 percent of the British
people blamed the government for the invasion and 36 percent
blamed Thatcher herself. Twenty-five percent believed she should
resign.61 A week later the Times featured a Gallup report with the
stunning finding that the public thought Thatcher the worst prime
minister in British history. She topped the list with 48 percent of the
vote. Neville Chamberlain, usually the winner in such contests, only
received 12 percent.62 It was clear that only a forceful and successful
response would have any hope of restoring the government's credi-
bility. One member of the cabinet confessed to an American journal-
ist: "To be frank, I don't see how she [Thatcher] can survive if she
shrinks from a military showdown."63

Domestic politics aside, Britain had important interests and com-
mitments throughout the world that would have been seriously
compromised by passive acceptance of the Falklands invasion. Many
of these interests, as were the Falklands themselves, were carryovers
from the days when Britain had ruled a great empire. Concern for
Gibraltar probably headed the list, for the invasion had touched off
an onrush of nationalism in Spain.64 "If we can't get the Argentinians
out of the Falklands," a senior British defense official observed,
"how long do you think it will be before the Spaniards take a crack at
Gibraltar?"65 The Economist voiced the same concern and thought it
sufficient grounds for retaking the Falklands.66

Within Latin America, Guatemala and Venezuela stood out as
particularly vocal backers of Argentina's action. Both coveted
former British territory. Guatemala hoped to annex Belize, which
had been granted independence in September 1981. The country
was protected by a small British force that the Thatcher govern-
ment had been seeking to withdraw because of its cost. Venezuela in
turn had laid claim to about two-thirds of Guyana for eighty-three
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years but in 1970 had agreed to a twelve-year moratorium, which
was due to expire two months after the invasion. In March, the
Guyanese had reported military activity along their border and were
worried that the Argentine invasion would strengthen factions
within the Venezuelan armed forces who favored a harder line.67

Loss of the Falklands might also have been expected to have
weakened Britain's position in both Diego Garcia and Hong Kong.
Diego Garcia, an important Western naval base in the Indian Ocean,
had attracted the increasing attention of the left-wing electoral
alliance in Mauritius that won the general election of 13 June 1982,
and which previously had vowed to launch an international cam-
paign to regain sovereignty over the atoll.68 Hong Kong, which had
been subjected to Chinese intimidation in the past, was soon to be
the subject of negotiations because the British lease on the New
Territories expires in 1997. Finally, there were the questions of
economic rights in South Atlantic waters and territorial interests in
Antarctica to be considered. Argentina and Britain had extensive
clashing claims with regard to both. In Parliament and in the press
concern was expressed that British interests would be prejudiced, if
not irreparably harmed, by continuing Argentine occupation of the
Falklands.69

Argentina should also have taken into account a less tangible but
nevertheless important consideration: the personality of Britain's
leader. Throughout her term as prime minister, the "iron lady" had
actively cultivated an image of toughness. To the delight and occa-
sionally the dismay of her supporters, she had a tendency to treat
defiance of government policy as a personal challenge. Her series of
clashes with the unions, which had pitted her against them in a
highly confrontational manner, were well-publicized cases in point.
Given her government's standing commitment to the islanders, an
invasion of the Falklands was almost certain to be conceived of by
her as the kind of challenge to which she had to respond.

There were, therefore, good and for the most part perfectly
obvious reasons why it was unlikely that Britain would accept an
invasion of the Falklands. There is no evidence that Argentina's
leaders considered any of these reasons. Even after Britain's naval
armada had laid siege to the islands, General Galtieri, if he is to be
believed, was still amazed by London's response. "Why" he asked,
"should a country situated in the heart of Europe care so much for
some islands located far away in the Atlantic Ocean; in addition,
islands which do not serve any national interest? It seems senseless to
me."70
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Galtieri's apparent difficulty in comprehending Britain's motives
must be attributed, at least in part, to his lack of international
experience and political sophistication. Like most of the other
members of the junta, his education had been narrowly technical, his
professional experiences entirely within his own branch of the
service, and his political horizon limited to Latin America. The junta
as a body was poorly equipped to understand the differences be-
tween the political systems of Argentina and Britain or to put
itself in the position of its adversary in order to see the world
through his eyes.

Lack of sophistication is, however, an insufficient explanation for
the junta's failure to consider some of the more obvious motives for
intervention. Here we must fall back upon our earlier hypothesis of
defensive avoidance, which makes its selective attention to infor-
mation more readily explicable. Galtieri and his colleagues, com-
pelled for internal political reasons to go forward with the invasion,
sought to insulate themselves from information that suggested their
policy would lead to war. At the same time they played up any
circumstance, however uncertain its import, that might indicate a
successful outcome. Seen in this light, the range of reasons we have
explored for the junta's miscalculation—lack of apparent British
resolve, the difficulty of recapturing the Falklands, expectations of
U.S. neutrality, and differing cognitive conceptions of the contro-
versy—were rationalizations for a policy to which the generals were
committed. They constituted a psychological shield behind which
the junta could protect itself from threatening realities that lay be-
yond the barrack walls. The perceptual distortion this engendered
was the real cause of the miscalculation that led to war.

Conclusion

In an earlier study of international crisis I defined brinkmanship
as a confrontation in which one state knowingly challenges an
important commitment of another with the expectation that its
adversary will back down when challenged.71 In such a con-
frontation the initiator is not attempting to start a war but rather to
achieve specific political objectives by means of coercion. Brinkman-
ship succeeds only if the initiator achieves his goals without pro-
voking war.

The Falkland confrontation clearly conforms to this pattern of
crisis. Argentina's leaders certainly had no desire to provoke a war
with Great Britain but rather expected the Thatcher government to
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retreat from its commitment to maintain sovereignty over the Falk-
lands when Argentine marines occupied Port Stanley. Like many
initiators of brinkmanship crises, they miscalculated their adver-
sary's response, an error that resulted in war.

Crisis strategies are predicated on a set of expectations about the
behavior of other international actors. These expectations are often
derived from the analysis of a large number of indices and signals,
many of which are ambiguous or contradictory. Nevertheless, one
of the most striking findings of my study of brinkmanship was the
extent to which initiators of these crises frequently misjudged their
adversary's resolve. The expectation that the adversary would back
down when challenged, a defining characteristic of brinkmanship,
proved justified in only three of the fourteen cases I examined. In
every other instance, the initiator had to back down or go to war.

The Argentines also remained insensitive to the full extent of
their miscalculation well into the crisis. In the month between the
invasion on 2 April and the sinking of the Argentine cruiser Belgrano
on 3 May, the junta received ample indications of British resolve to
use force to recapture the Falklands. The Argentines also had
several opportunities to reach a negotiated settlement. Never-
theless, Haig's shuttle diplomacy, the United Nations initiatives, and
the mediation of Peru's President Fernando Belaunde Terry all
failed to bring about a peaceful withdrawal. Until Washington's
announcement on 31 March that it would support Britain, the junta
gave every appearance of confidence in a diplomatic outcome.
Argentine Foreign Minister Nicanor Costa Mendez kept expressing
his optimism in this regard and even claimed that "the danger of war
with Britain was fading."72 When these several attempts at settle-
ment fell through, Argentine leaders took refuge in the belief that
the British task force would fail in its attempt to dislodge Argentina
from the islands. Throughout, they continued to insist, quite un-
realistically, on some nod by London in the direction of recognizing
Argentine sovereignty as their minimum condition for withdrawal.

It is always difficult to know the extent to which public statements
actually reflect the thinking of the officials who make them. In the
Argentine case they may have done so, for Costa Mendez's state-
ments were given substance by an unrealistic policy that appeared to
be based on those judgments. Once again, psychology and politics
were intertwined. The generals were caught between the military
facts, which dictated a settlement, and the political facts at home,
which indicated that neither the honor of the military nor their
tenure as Argentina's leaders was likely to survive any settlement
they had any chance of reaching. The junta's dilemma was, if
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anything, more acute after the invasion than before by reason of the
commitment this action entailed. One Argentine editor com-
mented: "Galtieri and the generals are cornered. They have no-
where to go but forward. If they go backwards, they will be swept
away."73 They thus stayed locked into their suicidal collision course
with Britain until the very bitter end.

The Falkland crisis was complicated by the fact that there was
serious miscalculation on both sides. The British, as we have seen,
also took refuge in illusions when it helped to reconcile their clash-
ing political and strategic needs. This perceptual sleight of hand was
abetted by the failure of British intelligence officials to develop a
strategic rationale from which useful indicators of warning could be
derived. British political leaders also insisted upon almost certain
knowledge that Argentina actually intended to invade the Falkiands
before they were willing to buttress deterrence. By the time they
received this information it was too late to influence Argentine
behavior.

We can surmise that the contrasting cultural temperaments of the
two societies, one given to hyperbole and visible displays of emotion,
the other to understatement and the public suppression of feeling,
complicated the problem of prediction even further. Despite all the
difficulties attendant upon the task, the problem of facing recurrent
crises compelled the British to develop a conception of strategic and
political conditions that might encourage or even necessitate an
Argentine attack. Such a conception, we have argued, would have
pointed to some very important differences between 1977 and 1982
and could have alerted British policy makers to the gravity of the
situation they faced.

Strategic conceptions, important as they are, are no panacea to the
problem of fathoming an adversary's intentions. They can be mis-
leading, as was true for Israel in 1973. They are nevertheless the
only practical means of attempting to decipher an opponent's inten-
tions in a situation of recurrent threat short of a reliable source with
access to its opponent's most secret deliberations.

The Israeli failure illustrates some of the difficulties inherent ir
constructing a strategic rationale. By virtue perhaps of decades oi
extreme Arab hostility and rhetoric superimposed on Israel's own
"holocaust mentality," Israeli military intelligence could not imagine
an Arab attack that did not have the destruction of Israel as its
objective. The conditions they posited for such an attack, equality in
the air and Syrian participation, were largely irrelevant to the
limited war envisaged by Sadat.

Israel's strategic indicators were also strictly military ones; they
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ignored the political context of Arab-Israeli relations. In practice,
relative military advantage, while it is an important consideration, is
rarely the determining factor in foreign policy challenges. It was not
decisive for Egypt in 1973 nor was it for Argentina in 1982. In fact,
had Buenos Aires waited one more year, it might well have gotten
away with its invasion. HMS Invincible would have gone to the
Australian navy, Hermes would have been paid off. Intrepid and
Fearless, the two amphibious assault ships, would have been scrapped
together with some of the supporting frigates. Britain, which barely
had the means to retake the Falklands in 1982, would have been very
hard put, perhaps unable, to do so in the absence of these vessels.
Both these cases illustrate the importance of political as opposed to
military calculations in the decision to go to war. This puts a pre-
mium on devising strategic conceptions that specify not only the
military preconditions of a challenge but also the political conditions
that encourage or necessitate them in the first place. This requires
close collaboration between military intelligence and its civilian
counterpart because the latter can be expected to be more sensitive
to the political dimension of the problem.

The other British error I have identified was the government's
misplaced concern for avoiding miscalculated escalation. As a result,
the British government insisted upon absolute certainty of Ar-
gentina's aggressive intentions before it was willing to act. Its pas-
sivity contributed to a deterrence failure since it appears to have
been interpreted by Argentina as lack of resolve.

The British failure in this regard had two dimensions to it. The
first we have already noted. In the absence of a strategic rationale
the government had little guidance in making an appropriate trade-
off between the need to guard against miscalculated escalation and
deterrence failure. The second concerned the actual cost of making
a trade-off between these two somewhat contradictory objectives of
crisis management.

Action designed to buttress deterrence, in this instance visible
naval preparations coupled with warning to Buenos Aires, would
have entailed an immediate cost. A significant naval presence in the
South Atlantic was both expensive and politically embarrassing, for
the government had recently cut the budget for precisely the kind of
conventional naval forces it would now have utilized. It seems likely
that concern for these immediate costs contributed to the reluctance
of the government to act and made it insistent upon near certain
knowledge that Argentina was going to invade before it was willing
to do so.
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If this analysis is correct, it points to the importance of immediate
as opposed to deferred costs for policy makers in crisis situations.
Both miscalculated escalation and deterrence failure would have
grave consequences. Either could lead to war and in circumstances
that would be particularly embarrassing to the British government.
If war arose from miscalculated escalation, the government could
readily be portrayed by the Opposition as having been responsible
for it. If, on the other hand, war was the result of a deterrence
failure, as was in fact the case, the government had to account for its-
apparent intelligence failure to predict and prevent the attack and
then for the necessity of organizing a risky expedition to recapture
the Falkland Islands. These costs, great as they were, were difficult
to assess in magnitude and probability. No doubt the inability to
determine with any certainty which of the two problems posed the
greater and more likely threat made it difficult to choose between
competing courses of action. The costs may even have tended to
cancel each other out in the minds of policy makers. Calculations of
immediate costs, although hardly comparable in consequence,
would have accordingly loomed larger in the deliberations of the
government. They may even have had a decisive impact upon the
decision to opt for passivity.

The general principle that emerges from this argument is that
policy makers, not only in crisis situations, but across a whole range
of decisions, are probably inordinately influenced by immediate and
predictable costs regardless of their dimensions. The relative impor-
tance of short-term considerations is likely to increase in proportion
to the difficulty of determining the magnitude or likelihood of the
longer-term costs that might be associated with any particular
course of action. In the case of the British government, short-term
consideration, unfortunately and quite arbitrarily, pointed to what
we now know was the wrong policy choice. In retrospect, it was a
tragedy that the prime minister, a person of unquestioned courage
when she perceives matters of principle to be at stake, seemingly
failed to rise above narrow calculations of short-term interests when
formulating Falklands policy.

The short-term interests that presumably influenced Thatcher's
Falkland policy were political in nature: concern for maintaining
backbench support and the desire to avoid the embarrassment
associated with a precautionary naval demonstration after her
government had recommended deep cuts in funding for con-
ventional naval forces. As we have seen, Argentine policy also
appears to have been heavily, perhaps decisively, influenced by



124 • Psychology and Deterrence

domestic political concerns. The motive here was the junta's need to
do something to restore its faltering legitimacy.

The Falkland crisis is by no means unique in the extent to which
domestic political concerns, often short-term in nature, shaped
foreign policy decisions, including those entailing high risks. This
was the case with many crises included in my earlier study of
brinkmanship. In so many of these crises, policies determined
principally by domestic considerations had disastrous consequences
for both the state and political leaders involved. This is also true of
the Falklands. The Argentine military leaders responsible for the
war were forced out of office in the aftermath of their defeat, and
the junta itself was quickly replaced by a civilian government. In
Britain, Margaret Thatcher's popularity increased following
Britain's victory, but that victory was a costly one. It was also a very
near thing. The war could easily have resulted in disaster for Britain
and her prime minister.

The principal policy lesson of the Falklands is clear. Political
leaders, especially in democracies, must respond to public opinion
and other domestic pressures. However, leaders who allow them-
selves to shape foreign policies primarily in terms of these internal
considerations court disaster at home and abroad because such
policies are likely to bear only a chance resemblance to the needs of
the nation.



SAVING FACE FOR THE SAKE
OF DETERRENCE

Patrick M. Morgan

• Deterrence is undoubtedly a psychological phenomenon, for it
involves convincing an opponent not to attack by threatening it with
harm in retaliation. To "convince" is to penetrate and manipulate
the thought processes of the opposing leaders so that they draw the
"proper" conclusion about the utility of attacking. This gives the
effectiveness of deterrence a psychological dimension that is only
partially related to the deterrer's retaliatory capabilities, for it is the
persuasiveness of the message about those capabilities rather than
the capabilities themselves that determines success or failure. Thus
it is possible for a state to achieve a degree of deterrence at variance
with its ability and willingness to retaliate. It may threaten re-
taliation, be quite capable of inflicting the harm it threatens, be
prepared to carry out the threat, and yet experience the attack it
hoped to forestall because the opponent did not perceive the threat
or (more likely) did not believe it. On the other hand, a state may
pose a retaliatory threat it cannot or will not carry out but that the
opponent perceives and believes, in which case more deterrence is
achieved than the state is, in some "objective" sense, entitled to
obtain.

It is apparent that deterrence succeeds or fails in the mind of the
potential attacker, and that this is therefore the proper starting
point for a theory of deterrence. The objective would be to elucidate
the ways in which, and the conditions under which, a potential
attacker can be induced to take a retaliatory threat seriously. This
has in fact been a central objective of deterrence theory, but in this
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connection the theory developed in a somewhat peculiar fashion,
primarily because it concerns cognitive processes, and they are a
notoriously difficult subject for study and analysis. When the rel-
evant cognitive processes are in the heads of foreigners, that makes
things all the worse. As a result, the theory in its initial formulation
turned out to be less than satisfactory. Broadly speaking, there were
two possible ways to proceed. One would have involved attempting
to construct a typology of potential attackers in terms of cognitive
processes typical of their decision makers and a set of guidelines
setting forth the conditions under which—depending on the type of
attacker one faced—various sorts of deterrence threats would be
likely to succeed or fail. We have nothing of the sort.1 Merely stating
what it would look like conveys some sense of the difficulty of ever
successfully doing it, undoubtedly the reason it has never been
seriously attempted. The resulting theory would have been far from
elegant or parsimonious. And with such a theory in hand, the
analyst (or policy maker) would still have faced the daunting pros-
pect of constructing a map or image of an opponent's cognitive
processes sufficiently accurate to show where the defender fit in the
typology, how to apply the theory, and how to reach the proper
interpretation of the opponent's prospective behavior when con-
fronted with deterrence threats.

The alternative was to assume that all potential attackers were, in
terms of cognitive processes, much the same—in this case to view
them as, relatively speaking, rational.2 That eliminated the need for
a typology of attackers and cleared the way for the theory to focus on
the nature of commitment, the dynamics of which would then be
essentially the same irrespective of the opponent in whose mind it
was to be established. It was at this point that the development of the
theory took on its peculiar aspects. For one thing, as the whole point
of the theory was to explain, and thus predict, the behavior of a
government once it had been subject to a deterrent threat, the
logical next step would have been to study instances when deter-
rence was attempted in order to see what went through the mind of
the threatened party and what it did as a result—that is, to investi-
gate the decision making of a government facing threats of retalia-
tion if it chose to attack. This would have provided some evidence
relevant for testing the theory. But almost no one set about sys-
tematically investigating the theory and practice of deterrence in
this fashion. The most elaborate study available of the practice of
deterrence concentrates primarily on the government (the United
States) doing the deterring; as for the decision-making processes of
the other side, the analysis is often (and necessarily) conjectural and
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is usually in keeping with the assumption that the opponent was
rational.3

What the theory needed more of is exemplified in a recent study
of major crises in this century. Lebow's Between Peace and War does
look at the decision processes of states that forced a major con-
frontation in the face of deterrence threats and reaches some
disturbing conclusions. He finds that such states, when strongly
motivated to challenge the vital interests of opponents, found ways
of convincing themselves—in spite of readily available and impres-
sive evidence to the contrary—that their adversaries would back
down, abandoning their commitments. They fell victim either to
factors that distort perception or to cognitive patterns that can
induce a departure from reality, and they thereby acted at variance
with deterrence theory's assumption of rationality. "The existence
of this phenomenon suggests that efforts to impart credibility to
commitments may have only a marginal impact on an adversary's
behavior."4 Lebow concludes that the United States has devoted too
much attention to trying to ensure the credibility of its commitments
and not enough to ascertaining what conditions might prompt
challenges to them.5

Lebow's good advice reiterates a conclusion reached by
Alexander George and Richard Smoke, and it runs contrary to the
theory and practice of deterrence as it emerged in this country.
Deterrence theory had its greatest impact in focusing on the prob-
lem of attaining credibility in deterrence, of the ways that establish-
ing a firm commitment in the mind of a rational opponent might be
attained. As the objective was to avoid ever having to uphold a
commitment, particularly by nuclear retaliation, it seemed vital to
concentrate on what made commitments, and the accompanying
threats of retaliation, believable.

Here we come to the second peculiarity in the development of
deterrence theory. As Schelling's elegant analysis demonstrated,6 it
was difficult to make a commitment believable when, as is the case
with many deterrence threats, it would be very costly to carry it out
and when a state had enough freedom of action to choose to not do
so. How was such a commitment to be made credible to an
opponent? It was pointed out that it would be useful for the deter-
ring state to find ways to restrict its freedom of action, or at least to
convey the impression that this was so, so that it would appear to
have no choice. Or it might find ways of demonstrating that it was
impervious to the costs of upholding its commitment. Finally, it
might benefit from the fact that while, in strictly logical terms, it
would be foolish to carry out the commitment, no government—
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particularly in a tense crisis or confrontation—could guarantee not
to do foolish things. I have argued elsewhere that all such tactics
involve a retreat from the assumption of rationality;7 either the
deterrer is trying to suspend its capacity for rational choice or
demonstrating that it does not exist, or the opponent's capacity for
rational assessment of the situation is so incomplete that it can be
deceived about these things. This is hard to make compatible with
the assumption of rationality as the departure point for the theory.

Of the various ways in which a government could attempt to make
its commitments appear firm, a number were related to that govern-
ment's reputation or image on such matters. A reputation for
upholding commitments would, it seemed, make each one adopted
appear credible. By the same token, reputation becomes an impor-
tant resource in dealing with opponents, and this means a state can
appear to circumscribe its freedom of action and bolster its incen-
tives to live up to its word by attaching its reputation to a commit-
ment, for failure to uphold it would then carry the added cost of
weakening the credibility of all of its current and future commit-
ments. A reputation for bearing the costs of fulfilling commit-
ments—no matter how severe those costs might be—would also
enhance credibility. Or an image of irrationality might be useful for
conveying the impression of being impervious to the costs of carry-
ing out commitments. All this is familiar. Deterrence theory came to
place considerable emphasis on reputation or image as an important
aspect of the art of commitment. With the right sort of image, a state
might be successful in practicing deterrence whether or not it
deserved to be (in terms of its true willingness to retaliate if chal-
lenged); with the wrong sort of image it could have difficulty
deterring attacks even when its retaliatory threats should be taken
seriously.

Which brings us to the third peculiarity. If deterrence often rests
on the ability of deterrers to limit, inhibit, or suspend their ration-
ality or their inability to promise not to do irrational things in the
heat of the moment, then it would seem unlikely that the way
governments practice deterrence is much the same from one case to
the next and is adequately captured by a rational decision maker
model. This would seem to call for careful study of the behavior of
states that practiced deterrence, to see how they went about estab-
lishing commitments, constructed deterrence threats when neces-
sary, and tried to sustain the credibility of those threats. For a long
time no such investigation was attempted. When it was finally done,
for one government at least, the massive study by George and
Smoke demonstrated that to practice deterrence was much more
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complicated than the theory suggested. It turned out that the U.S.
government often had difficulty in deciding just when and to what
extent it was committed, that this led to all sorts of difficulties
because ambiguous messages were conveyed to opponents, and that
commitments might be challenged in many ways that complicated
the business of sustaining a credible deterrence posture. Though
George and Smoke offered refinements of deterrence theory that
they hoped were of universal validity, one implication of their study
was that the difficulties and complexities experienced by the United
States in the practice of deterrence might be, to a considerable
extent, a product of the idiosyncracies of U.S. decision making.

The last thought provides the point of departure for this study.
The aspect of deterrence in practice selected for examination is the
U.S. attitude toward reputation. Let us suppose that in the postwar
era we find the United States government has been persistently
concerned about its reputation for purposes of deterrence and has
manifested a fear that its image might prove insufficient to sustain
the credibility of its commitments. Would the way in which deter-
rence theory analyzes the relationship between reputation and
credibility provide the better part of an explanation for this? I think
the answer is no, both on reflection and by reviewing some of the
available evidence. If so, then it is likely that an emphatic concern
about the national image is a more subtle and complex matter than
deterrence theory would suggest. In turn this would be an illus-
tration of the existence of more facets to deterrence as a psycho-
logical relationship, facets that pertain not to the mind of the potential
attacker—the primary focus of classic deterrence theory—but to
that of the deterrer. Thus we must see if, in reviewing the U.S.
approach, it turns out that there is more to saving face for the sake of
deterrence than we can encompass with our existing theoretical
tools.

Reflections on Reputation and Credibility

The analysis may begin by giving further consideration to the way
in which, in the fashion outlined above, classic deterrence theory
handles the matter of national reputation or image as it bears on
credibility. As has been fairly widely noted, the theory came to place
particular emphasis on technique, both in the structuring of a
deterrence situation and in communicating the retaliatory threat.
Not much attention was paid to the intrinsic merits of the commit-
ments a nation undertook to uphold. There was much more con-
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cern about the possible ways in which credibility could be sustained,
which included steps to create and maintain a reputation for up-
holding commitments and techniques for attaching such a repu-
tation firmly to any particular one.

The major criticism of this approach is that it is distinctly apolitical
and thus ignores the fact that the essence of commitment is the
application of political judgment in assessing national interests. As
the critics would have it, the most important factor that should shape
a government's commitment is whether it has weighty interests
involved. This, in turn, determines the extent of its credibility
problem. If a commitment does not reflect major interests, then
there will be difficulty convincing others that it should be taken
seriously, and it may well be challenged. Technique is no substitute
for having the national interest at stake.8

Classical deterrence theory treats commitments as exceedingly
interdependent; how one behaves with respect to any of one's
commitments affects the credibility of all the rest via the image of
reputation that is projected. One implication of the critics' view is
that commitments are not fully interdependent. A state may think it
better not to uphold a commitment where it finds it has little of
importance at stake, without necessarily harming its credibility
vis-a-vis commitments where its vital interests are obviously con-
cerned. From here it is but a short step to the conclusion that some of
a state's interests are so intrinsically vital that it will be seen as having
a commitment, and the commitment will be perceived as credible,
whether the state does anything to assert this or not. It can be argued
that Europe is of such importance to the United States that Wash-
ington cannot escape being committed to resisting any Soviet at-
tempt to overrun it; the commitment is there and is recognized as
such whether the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and
other formal expressions of it exist or not.9 Jervis explores the same
idea with his distinction between intrinsic interest, strategic interest,
and commitment—the first is one for which commitment is taken
for granted.10

There is a serious problem with this argument. It derives from a
cast of mind characteristic of political realism as an approach to
foreign policy making, in that it perceives states as having logical
(and hierarchical) structures of political interests. Some are clearly
so vital that a state will fight for them; others are not; and some fall in
between, so that an exercise of judgment is called for. It is the
structure of interests that has much to do with the credibility of a
particular commitment. The problem is this. Deterrence theory was
developed to improve our understanding of the burdens of state-
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craft in the nuclear era. And the fact is that where nuclear weapons

might have to be involved in upholding a commitment, there are no
intrinsic interests of sufficient value to make that commitment inherently

credible.11 This is not to say that there is nothing for which states will

fight with nuclear weapons, only that there is no logical way of

deciding in advance what it is by referring to national interests. Nor

is there any empirical way of doing so. States may be quite capable of

fighting nuclear wars, on a nonrational basis or on some basis that

they believe to be rational at the time, but one cannot learn from the

past behavior of states just when they will, and one cannot predict

the emotional predictions of any particular government toward the

use or nonuse of nuclear weapons when the time for choice is at
hand.

Many analysts believe that nuclear weapons markedly enhance

the effectiveness of deterrence, as indeed they do, but the tendency

is to see their effect as one of strengthening credibility,12 which they

do not do. They boost the possible stakes in a confrontation to a

point where all parties are very likely to behave with great caution.

But this is not the same thing as bolstering the credibility of the state

doing the deterring—it, too, is subject to increased fear, uncertainty,

and caution as it contemplates possible reactions to challenges.

Nuclear deterrence "works" to inhibit war in spite of its corrosive

effect on the credibility of commitments. We are fortunate that
there has not yet been a confrontation involving a government so

incautious, self-confident, or feverishly motivated as to be willing
blatantly to test a nuclear power's willingness to retaliate with nu-
clear weapons, that no state has yet chosen to exploit to the fullest
the barriers to the use of such weapons.

It has been suggested that nuclear deterrence won intellectual
acceptance in this country in the post-World War II era because it fit
within the dominant political-realism tradition in foreign policy

analysis.13 Actually it did not fit very well at all. Just prior to his
retirement from the State Department, George Kennan, that most

eminent realist, put down his views on nuclear weapons and reached

conclusions that have remained essentially unchanged in his com-

mentaries to this day.14 Much like Bernard Brodie, Kennan con-
tended that if war was to be fought within a Clausewitzian

framework—for political purposes meaningfully reflected in the

means used—then war with nuclear weapons was next to impossible.

The destructiveness of the weapons overrode any possible political

objective. At best one would hold such weapons for use against a

state that had launched a nuclear attack. They had no other utility.

It might be argued that this still leaves room for nuclear deter-



132 • Psychology and Deterrence

rence; that, if a state has nuclear weapons, no other state, acting
from a realist perspective, would challenge its vital interests because
the risks of nuclear war would outweigh any possible political gains;
and that this would be particularly true of a direct attack on a
nuclear-armed state. Instead, however, the realist perspective more
or less eliminates the existence of national interests so compelling as
to make nuclear deterrence commitments credible. To take the
United States as an example, this is clearly true of even its most
profound commitments. On either rational or highly emotional
grounds, a case can easily be made for the view that the United States
should not (and therefore would not) deliberately choose strategic
or theater nuclear war in response to a Soviet invasion of Western
Europe. From Kennan's perspective, which insists means be pro-
portionate to ends, the case could have been made even when the
United States enjoyed a nuclear monopoly or vast nuclear-strategic
superiority; it certainly can be made at a time when both monopoly
and superiority have been erased. Notice that this does not mean
that the United States would not fight for Western Europe, up to
and including use of nuclear weapons, or that in doing so U.S.
officials would not have worked out a conscious, calculated reason
for doing so. It simply means that there is an excellent case for not
doing so, on the perfectly rational grounds that millions of Ameri-
can, European, and Russian lives—to say nothing of major elements
of Western civilization—would far more likely be saved.

As for the instance of a direct attack on a nuclear power, consider
the frequently voiced Soviet-attack-on-U.S.-silos scenario under
which a Soviet counterforce strike does not lead to a U.S. retaliatory
response. The point of the scenario is that if it is not rational to
retaliate, the President might do so. Even critics of the scenario do
not say retaliation would be a rational decision—they cite non-
rational motives and factors to explain why it would occur. As for the
scenario's champions, when they advocate developing more nuclear
war options to ensure a decision to retaliate, they ignore the logic of
their original argument. As I have tried to explain elsewhere, where
the objective is to minimize damage to one's country and retaliating
might bring further destruction on it, there is no rational way to
choose whether or not to retaliate. The effectiveness of nuclear
deterrence does not rest on the rationality of retaliating: thus even a
direct attack on the nation might be insufficient to provoke it.

The argument up to this point is as follows: one cannot discard the
emphasis in classic deterrence theory on the interdependence of
commitments and hence the overwhelming importance of a repu-
tation for upholding commitments by reference to national interests
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as the key to credibility, because this breaks down when it comes to
nuclear deterrence. (In fact, the same is true for large-scale con-
ventional warfare in some instances.) This leaves two possibilities.
The first is that it is a political-realist world in fact, if not in logic. The
second is that classical deterrence theory was on the right track. I will
take up each in turn.

Suppose governments do, in fact, assume that the credibility of
commitments is linked to the underlying national interests at stake
even where nuclear weapons would be involved, no matter what
some theorist says. Does this mean that reputation need not be such
a paramount concern? Let us assume that the most potent factor
shaping the credibility of a commitment is the interest involved.
This cannot be true in some fixed, invariable way in the real world of
states, for credibility is then dependent on two characteristics per-
taining to the opponent. The first is the strength of the potential
attacker's interest/motivation that drives it to consider challenging
the commitment. Various studies have demonstrated that the more
strongly motivated the attacker, the more likely it is to doubt the
credibility of the commitment and to believe that the defender will
yield. Perceptions and misperceptions along these lines are all too
familiar in international crises.15 The second factor is the potential
attacker's political assessment of the nature and scale of the deter-
rer's interests. It is not enough to have vital interests at stake for
deterrence purposes, for the opponent must perceive that this is the
case. But regimes vary in appreciation of the interests of others.
They are subject to serious perceptual errors on this score, par-
ticularly when strongly motivated to challenge another state's com-
mitment, as we know from some case studies of crisis.16

This being so, a guide to or typology of the cognitive processes of
opponents to operate deterrence effectively is necessary. The
statesman would need a clear sense of, for example, how a particular
opponent perceives the statesman's commitments and what the
opponent's political judgment is like, in order to tailor his deter-
rence posture properly. And the same objection applies: suitable
cognitive maps of opponents are seldom, if ever, available. The
available clues in the opponent's previous behavior will be in-
sufficient and ambiguous. This will tend to drive the deterrer into
giving constant attention to the nation's reputation vis-a-vis com-
mitments, as a second-best solution to the problem, particularly
when nuclear war might be involved. If one knows too little about
the opposing leadership to be sure it understands when one will
fight, a reputation that should minimize misjudgment will seem
rather important. Lacking certain understanding of how the oppo-
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nent sees things, the deterrer will face great pressure to try to

reinforce that reputation in whatever way possible. The deterrer has

no reliable way of knowing when concern on this score may be

relaxed.
This suggests that Schelling and others who stressed technique,

such as a preoccupation with reputation through the inter-

dependence of commitments, as the crux of credibility were on the

right track. Returning to the point made earlier, commitments

involving the use of nuclear weapons can hardly be made credible by
anything other than technique. Some way must be found to signal to
opponents that one will do things not fully justifiable on rational

grounds. But this still leaves a puzzle when it comes to developing a

reputation for upholding commitments. It is believed that credi-

bility is enhanced by cultivating the right image. But of what use is

the right image when built, as it must be, on responses to lesser

challenges to minor commitments? Or rather, can one be certain

that it is useful? How does one translate that into credibility vis-a-vis

major commitments that could involve truly awful weapons and

monstrous costs to uphold? The circumstances are so different that

behavior in the one kind of case can hardly be guaranteed to be

reiterated in the other.
It would seem more appropriate to reverse what is, in the stan-

dard view, the relationship between lesser commitments and those

reflecting preeminent national interests. This is the contention that
states defend the former so as to maintain a reputation that fore-
stalls miscalculations with regard to the latter, the latter being ones
for which they most assuredly fight (even with nuclear weapons).

Instead, nuclear powers may uphold lesser commitments because
they are the only ones they can certainly decide to fight for. Challenges to

minor commitments may be met because of a rarely expressed but

deeply felt uncertainty by decision makers that they would retaliate

after challenges to major ones. A reputation is thus eagerly sought

that will forestall challenges, but not because a government seeks to

avoid the costs of a commitment it cannot help but uphold. Instead it

seeks such a reputation because those costs will make it doubt

whether to meet the commitment should it ever have to decide. A

challenge is to be avoided because what one will do is awesomely

unclear, not because what one will do is quite clear but very un-

palatable. This converts a concern for reputation from a rational

extension of the art of commitment into a pretense used to hide a

pervasive insecurity over what to do if one's most important com-
mitments are challenged. A vigorous response to attacks on lesser

commitments might even be an index of this insecurity; that is, a
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state confident in its readiness to use nuclear weapons may well take
a more relaxed attitude toward lesser challenges.

Earl Ravenal makes roughly the same point when he critiques the
"paradox of destruction." Credibility rests on exaggerating the
probability that the United States would retaliate with nuclear
forces, but fear of the consequences of a deterrence failure works in
the opposite direction. The result is that, "in order to buttress its
credibility, a nation should intervene in the least significant, the least
compelling, and the least rewarding cases, and its reaction should be
disproportionate to the immediate provocation or the particular
interest at stake." The result is a "paradox of credibility: the less the
occasion, the greater the response."17

It would seem that a preoccupation with reputation can be ex-
plained by a refinement of both the classic deterrence theory ap-
proach to commitment and the rejection of that approach as apo-
litical. If a state is highly uncertain about how it might respond to
challenges to its greatest commitments, then a reputation built on
responses to lesser provocations looks exceedingly important, and if
it cannot be certain how an opponent perceives that reputation and
the commitments it shields, then the state will be sorely tempted
constantly to attend to or worry about its image. Commitments will
be seen as interdependent in the hope that opponents see them that
way, but leaders will not wish to have occasion to find out if they will
act on that basis. A disturbing aspect of this is that a concern for
image has no natural bounds. It may readily extend to actions other
than responses to provocation. The objection to seeing commit-
ments as interdependent is that this invites a loss of perspective and
judgment; excessive defense of unimportant obligations is likely to
prove debilitating. This may readily apply to other matters. If the
objective is to look militarily competent, resolute, and steadfast, then
almost anything may come to seem relevant. Rhetoric might be
important, or keeping up in an arms race, or perhaps appearing
tough.in personal encounters at summit meetings. A state will have
no certainty that these things are important, just a gnawing concern
that they might be.

But at this point the available theory is no longer of much use,
which opens up a further dimension of deterrence as a psycho-
logical phenomenon, in this case with respect to the behavior of the
deterrer. Tracing the factors that shape a state's sense of the impor-
tance of reputation, its conception of what to do about it, and its
approach to conveying deterrence threats would require going
beyond an abstract analysis of the logic of conflict situations. Many
of these factors must be domestic in nature and, one suspects, a
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product of such things as culture or decision-making patterns.
Deterrence as a psychological relationship cannot, then, be ade-
quately comprehended without treating the behavior of the deter-
rer as an extension of its nature and character. How a state practices
deterrence would tell us as much or more about the state itself then it
does about the state's opponents and the threats they pose. It is
possible that deterrence behavior is not primarily a reflection of
opponents and threats, which would help explain why deterrence is
sometimes inappropriately practiced. If internal factors drive the
specific application of deterrence as much as or more than external
threats, there is apt to be a frequent mismatch between the external
realities with which deterrence is expected to cope and the ways in
which it is undertaken. Deterrence is already burdened by an
unavoidable incidence of misperception. Only further complica-
tions can arise if the design and implementation of deterrence has
domestic roots and varies from state to state.

Application to the United States

One of the distinctive features of the post-World War II behavior
of the U.S. government in managing its long-term deterrence re-
lationship with the Soviet Union (and Moscow's allies) has been a
recurring, compulsive concern about its reputation for being ready
and willing to follow through on its commitments. Why has this
concern been so persistent, and why has it had a bearing on so many
aspects of national security policy?

It may be instructive to begin by reviewing examples of the many
ways in which this concern for image has affected postwar policy
making. One can see its imprint on at least four sorts of national
security decisions:

1. decisions to intervene in military conflicts on behalf of friends
and allies; and to disengage from such interventions;

2. decisions on the development of weapons systems;
3. decisions on the proper design of the overall U.S. force posture;

and
4. decisions on when and how to negotiate with adversaries.

In the years after World War II, as the conflict with the Soviet
Union grew, U.S. policy makers gradually began to see that conflict
as having an important psychological/political dimension; indeed,
many came to view the Soviet threat as chiefly psychological in
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nature, consisting of Soviet propaganda and communism's political
appeal in many countries plus an image of growing Soviet strength.
It must be recalled that the original objectives of NATO and the
Marshall Plan were to bolster Western Europe's morale so as to
counter this threat. From these institutions, perhaps inevitably, a
widespread feeling emerged that in this psychopolitical contest the
image of the United States was fragile and subject to damage by all
sorts of unfortunate events. Part of this was the growing sense that
events were interconnected in terms of their psychological impact,
making U.S. commitments—formal and informal—interdepen-
dent. In turn this was a product of seeing the world increasingly in
bipolar terms.

The effects of this way of thinking appear in the rhetoric of the
Truman Doctrine, with its suggestion that freedom is indivisible and
the United States will support struggle for it everywhere. Then it
helped shape the U.S. decision to sustain the West's position in
Berlin in spite of the Soviet blockade. "American policy-makers had
come to believe that the international system was an increasingly
polarized, unstable one in which a setback in one locale could have
profound destabilizing effects in other locales as well."18 In the
debate over whether to develop the hydrogen bomb, one of the
more persuasive arguments by its supporters was that failure to do
so while the Russians went ahead would convey an image of weak-
ness, and that Soviet achievement of the "super" first would provide
Moscow with an enormous psychological boost.19 As a recent study
notes, "The intangible attraction of 'psychological' superiority sub-
sequently assumed a dominant place in the military's advocacy of the
super-bomb." And in mid-January 1950 the Joint Chiefs of Staff
(JCS) urged that President Truman support its development be-
cause it would "grossly alter the psychological balance between the
United States and the USSR."20

NSC-68 was a watershed in the development and forceful expres-
sion of this way of thinking. It insisted that "the assault on free
institutions is worldwide now, and in the context of the present
polarization of power a defeat of free institutions anywhere is a
defeat everywhere," and it offered the "loss" of Czechoslovakia as a
case in point.21 It was particularly preoccupied with the possibility
that shifts in the international balance of power could come through
determined Soviet efforts to intimidate and humiliate the United
States, leading to a loss of U.S. credibility. As John Gaddis points
out, by perceiving the reputation of the United States to be at stake
whenever a Soviet threat to encroach on some area arose, NSC-68 in
effect made vital U.S. interests a function of Soviet threats.22



138 • Psychology and Deterrence

When North Korea struck in June 1950, the powerfully felt need
to sustain the reputation of the United States came as a surprise even
to U.S. policy makers, but it was the decisive consideration. Acheson
describes his support for U.S. intervention in his memoirs in this
fashion: "To back away from this challenge, in view of our capacity
for meeting it, would be highly destructive of the power and prestige
of the United States. By prestige I mean the shadow cast by power,
which is of great deterrent importance."23 Of a particular concern
was the debilitating effect that little or no response was expected to
have on the credibility of the U.S. commitment to NATO. A few
months later, similar considerations helped bring about the decision
to cross the 38th parallel. Failure to do so was held likely to project
an image of timidity and weakness. Gaddis concludes that the
decision was made mainly "for reasons of credibility and prestige."24

Throughout this period the United States was reluctant to pursue
negotiations with the Soviet Union for much the same reason. Dean
Acheson referred to the need for "positions of strength" from which
to bargain, and NSC-68 discouraged talks until alleged U.S. military
weaknesses had been corrected. What is interesting is that it was felt
unwise even to invite negotiations because this would suggest weak-
ness. During the Korean War, when the British sought to ease the
direct confrontation between Washington and Peking, U.S. officials
resisted on grounds that merely proposing negotiations would
threaten credibility.25

In the Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson administrations, a
common policy theme was that "victories to communism anywhere
represented losses for the United States,"26 and the resulting decline
in prestige would encourage further communist expansion and
aggression. In the Eisenhower era this was illustrated in the Taiwan
Straits crises, where Washington acted on the basis of "a rigid
conception of containment that sought to exclude loss on any
territory, even islands . . . admittedly not necessary for the defense
of Taiwan and not easily defensible."27 This attitude invited a con-
tinued expansion of U.S. commitments, and it was a major factor in
U.S. unhappiness with the French withdrawal from Vietnam and
the serious consideration given to direct intervention against the
Vietminh.

Yet the Eisenhower administration was bitterly criticized for
failing to be sufficiently attentive to matters of prestige, thereby
weakening deterrence. It was said that the United States was losing
ground to the Soviet Union in terms of projecting a vigorous,
progessive, national image. There was the unflattering comparison
of U.S.-Soviet rates of economic growth and the national soul-
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searching in the wake of Sputnik, coupled with the fears about the
"missile gap." The Kennedy administration then responded to this
concern with great vigor, not only in defense spending but also in
areas like the space program, because its leading members shared
the view that power in international policies was very much shaped
by perceptions.28

Both Kennedy and Johnson felt the United States had too many
commitments, but neither saw a feasible way to pare those obliga-
tions without conveying a sense of weakness and retreat, something
they rejected because both administrations feared, above all else,
"the threat of embarassment, of humiliation, of appearing to be
weak."29 This attitude dominated the U.S. response to the presence
of Soviet missiles in Cuba; it was felt that failure to react was certain
to shatter U.S. prestige and influence. Kennedy's initial speech on
the crisis charged that the Soviet move was a deliberate shift in the
distribution of power "which cannot be accepted by this country if
our courage and our commitments are ever to be trusted again by
either friend or foe."30

The emphasis on image as the essence of managing deterrence
reached extreme levels and had the most serious consequences for
U.S. policy during the war in Vietnam. Successive administrations
invested South Vietnam with great significance almost entirely
because what happened there would affect the credibility of U.S.
commitments elsewhere. That was the dominant refrain in the
official rationale for the war. "The security of the United States,
indeed of the entire noncommunist world, was thought to be im-
periled wherever communist challenges came up against American
guarantees. Vietnam might be insignificant in itself, but as a point of
intersection between threat and commitment, it was everywhere."31

The Pentagon Papers clearly indicate this was not simply a posture
for public consumption. As an illustration, at one point John Mc-
Naughton summarized U.S. aims in Vietnam as "70%—to avoid a
humiliating U.S. defeat (to our reputation as a guarantor). 20%—to
keep SVN (and the adjacent) territory from Chinese hands.
10%—to permit the people of SVN to enjoy a better, freer way of
life."32 As U.S. involvement and sunk costs mounted, so did the
potential humiliation of a defeat—the preoccupation with repu-
tation thus became self-reinforcing.

Kissinger was sensitive to this even before entering the govern-
ment,33 and the Nixon administration embraced the view that U.S.
credibility was the key stake in Vietnam. The president expressed
this view most strikingly in his justification for the 1970 incursion
into Cambodia. "If, when the chips are down, the world's most
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powerful nation, the United States of America, acts like a pitiful,
helpless giant, the forces of totalitarianism and anarchy will threaten
free nations and free institutions throughout the world."34

This concern overpowered the Nixon-Kissinger assertion that it
was the overall balance of power rather than the outcome of specific
contests that was important. Like its predecessors, the Admin-
istration was unable to regard any communist triumph with equi-
nimity, which dictated the reaction to Allende in Chile, to the civil
war in Angola, and to the emergence of Eurocommunism. "The
administration was not prepared to tolerate further victories for
communism, even when it took indigenous, and independent,
forms. The dangers of humiliation, of conveying the appearance of
weakness to real adversaries, were too great to permit acquiescence
in the triumph even of apparent ones."35 The ultimate expression of
saving face in Southeast Asia was the Mayaguez incident, a clumsy
attempt to demonstrate resolve and the ability to react militarily.

One other illustration of the scope of this concern for image is
provided by a New York Times report of a conversation between
Kissinger and Egyptian leaders in the wake of the 1973 war in the
Middle East. Kissinger stressed that U.S. support for Israel was a
geopolitical necessity. "Do not deceive yourself, the United States
could not—either today or tomorrow—allow Soviet arms to win a
big victory, even if it was not decisive, against United States arms.
This has nothing to do with Israel or with you."36 In other words, the
image was on the line even in the actions of allies and client states.

It was also in the Nixon administration that greater emphasis was
placed on the psycho-political dimensions of the strategic balance. It
was asserted that nothing less than "perceived equivalence" would
do, which meant not only avoiding inferiority in simple indexes of
strategic forces but also ensuring a rough parity in the range of
strategic options and missions. That objective has dominated the
design of the deterrence posture ever since. James Schlesinger
promulgated this view in his annual reports as secretary of defense,37

insisting that settling for less might lead opponents to miscalculate
U.S. resolve and assume they enjoyed a degree of political leverage
that would be dangerous. The JCS chairman, Admiral Moorer,
concluded that "the mere appearance of Soviet strategic superiority
could have a debilitating effect on our foreign policy and our
negotiating posture . . . even if that superiority would have no prac-
tical effect on the outcome of an all-out nuclear exchange." Sec-
retary Laird, in pushing the Trident program, stressed that it would
be "diplomatically and politically unacceptable" to permit Soviet
numerical superiority in strategic forces.38
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The Carter administration proved in the end to be quite sensitive
on this score. It reaffirmed the importance of perceived equivalence
and offered this as partial justification for the multiplication of
targeting options endorsed in PD-59. It proposed MX in part as a
way of matching Soviet counterforce options, and it is difficult to
reject the conclusion that the concern about the counterforce gap
and the resulting desire to deploy MX had primarily psychological
roots. "The attention devoted to this matter could be taken as a
reflection more of the crisis in American self-confidence and con-
fusion over what made deterrence 'work' than any serious move-
ment in the military balance."39 Concern for the U.S. image played a
role in the decision to attempt the rescue of the hostages in Iran, and
of course the entire hostage crisis was widely considered an episode
of national humiliation damaging to U.S. credibility. It was also
during this administration that steps were announced to close the
gap in European theater nuclear forces, lest the impression be
conveyed that the Soviet Union could get away with a unilateral
adjustment in the military balance, which would suggest weakness.

Finally, the Reagan approach to national security policy reflects
the conviction that our reputation has slipped badly and needs to be
restored on every level from rhetoric to strategic forces. Many in the
Administration or closely associated with it had been actively pro-
moting this view for years prior to the 1980 elections.40 The shift to a
more confrontational stance toward the Soviet Union has been a
part of this, and it has been one of the principal justifications for the
defense buildup. The Administration did much to provoke the early
confrontation with Libya, which resulted in the downing of two
Libyan fighters, as one way of establishing a more forceful U.S.
image. It also seems clear that the invasion of Grenada was more
than a little motivated by the Administration's sense that here was a
very suitable opportunity to restore the U.S. reputation for being
ready to use force boldly and decisively. The Administration's
reaction to the nuclear freeze idea has been, in part, that such a step
would have the unfortunate effect of weakening the U.S. image of
resolve, sending the wrong message to Moscow. Also relevant is the
obvious reluctance of the Administration over its first two years to
consider arms control negotiations seriously for fear this would
suggest weakness.

While numerous additional examples could be cited, it is clear that
this country has been deeply concerned with saving face for the sake
of deterrence. Anxiety on this score has sometimes been eased but
never stilled, even when it has resulted in heavy costs and burdens.
In line with the argument set forth earlier, to explain this adequately
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requires some refinement of our understanding of how deterrence
works, for the anxiety has been present in eras of U.S. strategic
superiority and great conventional strength, as well as in periods of
declining relative strength. It helped freeze containment into in-
flexibility despite criticisms of the costs involved. It was largely
responsible for the folly of Vietnam and the severe damage to the
credibility of U.S. commitments that resulted. The obvious question
is, How is this behavior best explained?

It is possible that such behavior can be explained as an inevitable
consequence of nuclear weapons. This would suggest that other
states that have such weapons for purposes of deterrence experi-
ence a similar compulsion. While no extended discussion is possible
here, this is not a point that is easy to sustain. First, one would think
that a state would be most concerned about reputation when its
nuclear weapons are small in number and inferior in such things as
survivability. But Britain and France have not displayed the same
preoccupation with credibility vis-a-vis the USSR, either for them-
selves or for this country. Neither they nor most other U.S. allies
were every fully in sympathy with the predominant U.S. rationale
for involvement in Vietnam. There was no grave concern in Europe
that U.S. credibility was at stake in the 1973 Middle East war or in a
variety of earlier East-West crises. The same was true on Iran and
Afghanistan during the Carter administration. The initial Euro-
pean alarm over the SS-20 soon gave way to a more modest reaction,
leaving the United States with far less support for its insistence that
an offsetting deployment was vital for purposes of credibility and
the conveying of resolve. More broadly, the internal tensions in
NATO have for years reflected, in part, a divergent view as to what
is important for the credibility of deterrence and why, with the
United States generally seeing far more situations and actions as
potentially relevant.

Nor does the Soviet Union seem to have been as concerned as the
United States about these matters. Moscow has often accepted the
necessity for a retreat without apparently fearing that a disasterous
erosion of its credibility would follow—in Iran in 1946, over Berlin
in 1949, 1959, and 1961, in the Cuban missile crisis in 1962. It has
been willing to see defeats of Soviet arms by U.S. arms—in Korea in
1950 the Soviets showed no inclination to intervene as the Chinese
did, and in several Middle East wars (most recently in Lebanon) it
has seen its clients go down to defeat. Prior to Nixon's first Moscow
summit, the U.S. blockade of North Vietnam was not seen as an
assault on Soviet credibility. There is little in the Soviet literature on
deterrence that emphasizes the importance of reputation and the
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delicacy of credibility.41 The Soviet conception of deterrence seems
to rest on expectation that it is the objective factor of available
military strength to which governments eventually respond, which
appears to be the source of the Soviet military build-up for the past
two decades and the assertion that it is Soviet strength that induced
the West's interest in detente. In other words, reputation or image
takes care of itself, as does deterrence.

It would be incorrect to see other nuclear powers as completely
unconcerned about sustaining their credibility for nuclear deter-
rence by the way they attend to other threats and problems. For
instance, the Soviets would about certainly view direct "imperialist"
involvement in the collapse of the communist government of a
member of the Soviet bloc as alarming in its implications for Soviet
credibility if allowed to proceed. President de Gaulle had a well-
developed sense of the necessity to attend to France's reputation on
a wide variety of foreign policy matters in order to strengthen his
nation's credibility. The point is that such judgments are not the
same from one state to the next—what is important in the context
varies in the perceptions of states, even when they are close allies.
The judgment may also vary with the leadership changes in a
particular state to some extent. If one then has to look to a nation's
diplomatic tradition, domestic political situation, or ideological
framework, and to the personalities or perceptions of the particular
leaders in order to explain when that state will see its credibility
deeply invested in a particular decision or action, then the relevant
psychological dimensions of the practice of deterrence are con-
siderably enlarged.

Attempting an Explanation

If one recalls Lebow's suggestion that the U.S. approach to deter-
rence has put too much emphasis on trying to ensure the credibility
of commitments, it is hard to explain this by looking at the military
facts. Since 1945 the United States has had an enormous military
capability at its disposal. It is the only state that has ever proven that
it can use nuclear weapons. It has, unlike the Soviet Union fought
two sizeable wars since 1945. It has directly confronted the Soviet
Union and other states with the distinct possibility of war on a
number of occasions. It has had the most powerful allies, enjoyed
clear strategic superiority for years, and has always had more flex-
ible strategic and conventional forces than the Soviet Union. With all
this in mind, why is the United States not inclined to treat its
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credibility problem as distinctly less serious than that of any other
great power and certainly not, in perspective, an overwhelming
one?

Some possible explanations present themselves. It can be argued
that a status quo power has the greater difficulty here; those with the
initiative in undertaking provocations have a greater psychological
and political flexibility in this regard. There may be something to
this, but why does it not seem to rub off on our major allies, as they
have a similar orientation but seemingly less concern? Even in the
case of the SS-20, early European concern that the Soviet de-
ployment, if unmatched, would weaken NATO's image seemed to
recede a good deal and leave the United States with an unmatched
preoccupation on this score.

Second, there is the often referred to "engineering approach"
that Americans are said to display on military and foreign policy
matters. Is it this that has made deterrence appear to be an exercise
in problem solving, a matter of technique in which one manipulates
reputation amidst interdependent commitments with no reference
to the political subtleties involved? But this would ignore the equally
often noted pragmatism of Americans, which should predispose the
United States to eschew an abstract approach to deterrence.

However, this second argument does have the virtue of calling
our attention to the national style, which seems to be a potentially
profitable way to think about the problem. It is quite useful to start
with the assumption that the design and implementation of deter-
rence varies from one nation to another, that there is a national style
in this.42 States do not practice deterrence in the same way. The
reliance placed on deterrence as opposed to other means of in-
fluence, the commitment process, the timing and delivery of re-
taliatory threats, and so on, will vary. There is nothing earthshaking
in this idea; it just broadens the meaning of deterrence as a psycho-
logical phenomenon. It calls attention to the varying behavior asso-
ciated with attempting deterrence, something not readily captured
by assuming rational decision making and focusing on the tech-
niques of commitment.

For the United States, a highlight of its approach to deterrence
has been its great sensitivity to sustaining its reputation, with that
reputation believed to bear heavily on its credibility. Based on the
earlier discussion, a start at an explanation can be made through
deterrence theory. A state with commitments must look to its repu-
tation, and in the nuclear age the government dearly wishes to
project an image that prevents miscalculation by opponents. An
elaborate explanation along these lines could be constructed—
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nearly every action is weighed very carefully for the image it helps
convey—and indeed has been.43 Again in line with the earlier dis-
cussion, I think this approach oversimplifies. It rationalizes com-
pulsions that have bordered on the irrational and neglects impor-
tant aspects of U.S. behavior.

It would be better to begin from the very different perspective
offered in the first section. Nuclear weapons are frightfully difficult
to use, under even the most extreme circumstances. Commitments
that rest on them are, therefore, of dubious credibility in the minds
of those who assert them. They cannot know what they would do if
those commitments were challenged, and this deep-seated insecur-
ity is at the root of deterrence posturing. This invites policy makers
to seize upon reputation as a possible way to manage this situation, to
keep away from having to contemplate doing something one has
promised to do but may not be able to bear doing.

How has this uncertainty and resulting insecurity shaped the U.S.
practice of deterrence? There are two broad ways in which this has
happened. Earlier it was suggested that it is hard to fit deterrence
into a pure realist perspective, for it is very difficult to identify
national interests that would be worth a nuclear war. At most a state
would "use" nuclear weapons to deter an outright, direct attack on
itself, particularly one that employed nuclear weapons. This per-
spective was adapted to become the basis for one U.S. school of
thought on deterrence, ranging from minimum deterrence to mu-
tual assured destruction (MAD). The adaptation involves turning a
liability into an asset by assuming that the great uncertainties afflict-
ing U.S. leaders on the use of nuclear weapons must similarly affect
Soviet leaders. This makes nuclear deterrence relatively straight-
forward and profoundly stable—the Russians are at least as scared
of nuclear weapons and nuclear war as we are. To fret constantly
about the U.S. image and be aroused by any sign of Soviet superior-
ity, such as the exact state of the strategic balance, is silly. Thus these
people find it totally implausible, for example, that any Soviet
government would seriously consider a disarming strike at U.S.
ICBMs—no Soviet interests would justify the enormous conse-
quences and risks, and therefore the inhibitions would be too great
to be overcome. Critics of this view often charge that it assumes
Soviet strategic doctrine mirrors that of the United States, which can
be shown to be untrue. It would be more correct to say that it is the
feelings of Americans about nuclear war that have been projected
onto the other side, and the accuracy of this is both plausible and
more difficult to falsify. Hence advocates of MAD or something like
minimum deterrence do not bow in the face of evidence of a Soviet
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preoccupation with war fighting in strategic deployments, for this
does not disturb the reality that fear of nuclear war is and must be
the overwhelming consideration in the Soviet foreign policy.

The weak spot in this approach has always been it does nothing to
ease the deterrer's insecurity at the prospect of actually resorting to
nuclear weapons. One must count on deterrence working in spite of
having weapons to make it work that induce great reluctance about
their use. In effect, one has to count too much on the Russians being
restrained and prudent in a competitive relationship that, by its
existence, arouses fear that they are not. Essential to this approach,
therefore, is great confidence—in the Russians, in the basic stability
of nuclear deterrence, and in one's own judgment on these matters.
Clearly U.S. officials have seldom had such confidence or vanity
(perhaps only in the Eisenhower administration), one reason being
that relying on nuclear weapons tends to undermine it. This gave
rise, relatively early in the nuclear era, to an alternative school of
thought. Here the inner uncertainty has shaped deterrence by
leading to projection of exactly the opposite feelings onto the
opponent. Where we feel hesitant, uncertain of our response to a
grave challenge, we picture the opponent as feeling strong and
decisive. Lacking confidence, we perceive the opponent as imbued
with it. Deterrence then becomes more complicated and delicate
because U.S. reservations about nuclear retaliation and war are
coupled with a heightened sense of the power, purpose, and threat
of the Soviet Union. The national response must be to bolster
military resources and options, moving quickly to eliminate weak-
nesses so as to stand up to an overbearing Soviet Union. Gaining
options is particularly crucial, for it is believed this will ease the
decision makers' reluctance actually to use the weapons at their
disposal. From this is to flow the necessary confidence to manage
deterrence.

This is what characterizes the feelings and reactions of the cham-
pions of flexible response, as opposed to minimum deterrence,
massive retaliation, and MAD, down through the years. The author
of NSC-68 drew a picture of a Soviet Union growing in military
strength, confidence, and boldness—probably prepared to attack
the West as soon as the necessary degree of military superiority had
been achieved. In contrast, "instead of appearing strong and resol-
ute we are continually at the verge of appearing and being alter-
nately irresolute and desperate."44 In the wake of Mao's triumph in
China, the Soviet atomic bomb, consolidation of Soviet control in
Eastern Europe, and the outbreak of the Korean War, the feeling
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spread within the government that the Soviets were bounding ahead
militarily, politically, and psychologically. A reassessment of
NSC-68 the following year concluded that: "review of the world
situation shows that the danger to our security is greater now than it
was in April 1950. It is greater now than it was then thought it would
be. ... It now appears that we are already in a period of acute
danger which will continue until the United States and its allies
achieve an adequate position of strength."45

The surge of support for what became the Kennedy administra-
tion's military build-up and flexible response posture was ac-
companied by exactly the same picture of the Soviet Union—
increasingly assertive and confident, bold, pulling ahead in the
strategic arms race (the missile gap) and quite likely to attack when
its lead was sufficient—an impression reinforced by Kennedy's
meeting with Khrushchev in Vienna. As noted earlier, there was a
distinct parallel in the thinking of the authors of NSC-68 in the fear
of being intimidated and made to appear weak.

Nothing was more characteristic of the long campaign waged
against MAD and SALT II, culminating in the Reagan defense
build-up, than depicting the Soviet Union as confidently pursuing
an imperial strategy and resolutely gaining the military superiority
to implement it, while manipulating SALT accordingly. U.S. weak-
ness has been contrasted with Soviet strength and assertiveness.
There has been the same fear of Soviet military action at some point
in the near future. One of Nitze's essays neatly summarizes this view
by asserting that "we have to deal with the fact that at least for some
years we will be conducting strategy from structural weakness."46

And always this approach has been preoccupied with the repu-
tation of the United States. Why so? While it is hard to be certain, this
is what seems to have happened. To return to an earlier point, the
U.S. shift to an emphasis on deterrence, in and around 1950, took
place within an intellectual/emotional context that reflected the
declining influence of the realist perspective, for deterrence did not
rest comfortably within it. Officials were grappling with the idea of
deterrence as a psychological phenomenon against the backdrop of
the steadily more influential view that the communist challenge was
ultimately psychological in character. That view made image or
reputation quite an important matter, for deterrence as well as other
aspects of the Soviet-U.S. rivalry, and this was strongly reinforced by
the fact that nuclear weapons had such awful potential conse-
quences that officials could not help but wonder if they could ever
bring themselves to use them. Thus the conception of the true
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nature of the Soviet challenge had a profound effect on the U.S.
approach to deterrence by helping to build into it an emphasis on
reputation.

The full effect of this was delayed for a decade. That the repu-
tation of the United States was the bulwark of deterrence, to be
constantly nurtured, became widely accepted and was fully shared
by the Eisenhower administration. But that administration turned
to relying on the pervasive uncertainty surrounding the use of
nuclear weapons to make deterrence work. The flexible response
solution of trying to contain and reduce that uncertainty by multi-
plying the options for nuclear, and non-nuclear, retaliation had to
await the Kennedy administration.

Nitze has been the person most closely associated with seeing the
struggle with the USSR as psychological in nature, from NSC-68 to
his recent writings ("the political-psychological contest is at the heart
of the struggle.")47 The crux of this is that perceptions of power and
images of strength are often as important as the material factors of
power highlighted in realist analysis. This was transferred to the
heart of the U.S. understanding of deterrence; image was crucial.
When this was coupled with great uneasiness about ever using
nuclear weapons, its primary expression came to be flexible re-
sponse doctrine and postures.

The particular U.S. approach to deterrence was adopted because
it was congenial, because it fit feelings and needs that arose early in
the post—World War II years in the government and persist to this
day. It was not enough that this country possessed enormous
strength, had vast military power at its disposal, and exercised
influence on a scale unparalleled in its history. That was insufficient
to induce full confidence in deterrence and a steady appreciation of
the fact that U.S. welfare was relatively immune to modest adjust-
ments in the strategic balance or in the political makeup of small
states far away. Reputation made everything important and deter-
rence fragile. Policies reflecting the opposite view have always
proven politically vulnerable, in the end, to the charge that they
conveyed an image of weakness, that the Soviets were outracing and
outmaneuvering us, and that some gross strategic threat in yet
another corner of the world was going unattended. The origins of
these feelings and needs, amounting almost to compulsions, cannot
be easily tracked down, but in a preliminary way it is possible to
suggest factors .that are almost certainly relevant.

The first is a persistent fear that the public would not sustain a
resolute, responsible posture for this country in world affairs. Policy
makers in the early post-World War II years worried about the
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return of isolationism, of divisive internal debates that would para-
lyze U.S. foreign policy, of a loss of morale. Negotiation as a way out
of the Cold War was never an appealing option, for it would incite
such debates and multiply the resistance to doing what was neces-
sary to strengthen the country. Losing ground to the communist
world could provoke mania on the right. Such fears revived in
connection with Vietnam. "There was, within both the Kennedy and
Johnson administration, a strange dread of American irrational-
ity—of the unpredictable and uncontrolled reactions that might
ensue if the United States was perceived to have "lost" Vietnam."48

One of those reactions was isolationism, or "neo-isolationism" as its
liberal variant came to be called. Another was right-wing backlash
on the order of McCarthyism. Dean Rusk, Robert McNamara, and
Walt Rostow were warning of this with respect to Vietnam as early as
1961; it bothered Lyndon Johnson a good deal; and it was a major
consideration for Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger. More re-
cently, the pursuit of strategic arms control has been strongly
criticized in some quarters for having the effect of undermining
domestic support for defense spending.

This raises the intriguing possibility that U.S. deterrence postur-
ing has often been aimed at domestic, not just foreign, targets, that
we have often sought credibility abroad when a major objective was
to reassure ourselves. Part of this would be the political containment
of those ready to pander to U.S. insecurities by charging that we are
weak and ineffectual. Another part would be outmaneuvering those
who would sharply reduce defense efforts and U.S. involvements
abroad, achieved by citing the vital necessity of keeping up our
reputation. This may be an unavoidable aspect of practicing deter-
rence when one has an open, democratic society.

A second factor has been a constant lack of confidence on the part
of the United States in friends and allies, a feeling that they were
fair-weather supporters, that any sign of U.S. weakness would cause
them to suffer domestic political disarray and to adjust their foreign
policies toward accommodation with the Soviet Union. This was in
keeping with the declining influence of the political realism ap-
proach. States with a profound interest in avoiding Soviet domi-
nation were seen as quite unlikely to be willing and able to act
accordingly if the United States appeared to be faltering. The policy
debates in and around the shaping of NSC-68 were shot through
with fears for morale in Western Europe if the United States was not
seen to be acting decisively. In the debate over development of the
hydrogen bomb, Pentagon analysts argued that the allies were
already wavering because of the passing of the U.S. nuclear monop-
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oly.49 NSC-68 rejected a no-first-use doctrine on nuclear weapons
not only because it would be seen as "great weakness" by Moscow,
but also because allies would take it "as a clear indication that we
intended to abandon them."50 This has been very much the response
to the recent proposal by four distinguished former officials that we
adopt a no-first-use posture now.

Typical of this pattern was the suggestion by John Foster Dulles,
writing to Dean Acheson in May 1950, that the communist triumph
in China had led numerous governments to suspect the United
States was retreating because it did not dare to risk war. To bolster
the confidence of friends and allies he urged that a "dramatic and
strong stand" be taken to show "confidence and resolution" by
acting to neutralize Taiwan, allowing it neither to be captured nor to
be used as a base against the Peking government, advice soon taken
to heart with the outbreak of war in Korea. Charles Bohlen was
moved by early loses in Korea to urge a rapid military build-up
because morale and support among friends and allies was slipping.51

Washington resorted to vague threats of nuclear retaliation to deter
a feared communist Chinese incursion into Vietnam in 1953 in part
to stiffen French morale and will to continue the struggle with the
Vietminh. The joint chiefs supported defense of the offshore
islands in the Taiwan Straits because their loss, while militarily
unimportant, would seriously damage the Nationalists' morale. The
Eisenhower Doctrine was designed in large part to strengthen the
confidence of pro-Western governments in the Middle East.52

The concern about how the loss of Vietnam would affect other
governments in Southeast Asia was a significant feature of the U.S.
approach to the war. Kissinger's defense of the objective of securing
peace with honor reflects concerns in the same vein extending
around the world. "Scores of countries and millions of people relied
for their security on our willingness to stand by allies, indeed in our
confidence in ourselves. No serious policymaker could allow himself
to succumb to the fashionable debunking of'prestige,' or 'honor' or
'credibility.'. . . We could not revitalize the Atlantic Alliance if
governments were assailed by doubts about American staying
power."53

James Schlesinger's pursuit of perceived equivalence in nuclear
war options included numerous references to the beneficial effect
this posture would have on allies' perceptions, a consideration that
influenced the development of PD-59. The Carter administration
was very much concerned, as is the Reagan administration, that a
failure to match Soviet counterforce capabilities would undermine
the confidence of NATO allies in the United States.54 The Carter
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administration was vigorously criticized for the effect on our friends
abroad of failing to prevent the collapse of the Shah in Iran. Other
examples could be cited, but the point is clear.

What is striking, then, about many occasions when officials acted
to maintain the U.S. image for purposes of deterrence is that the
target has often been friends and allies as much as opponents. As
one analyst has noted, this has led to much of NATO's approach to
nuclear weapons being more for "mutual reassurance than warning
the Soviet Union."55 Why the felt need for this constant, sometimes
expensive, reassurance? George and Smoke are undoubtedly cor-
rect in citing geographical distance as a handicap. The United States
is often far away, and distance renders it more difficult to make
commitments convincing.56 To this can be added the historical
record of U.S. neutrality and isolationism. The United States is not
only far away; it has also in the past often seen itself as too far away to
have to be bothered. This presents a credibility problem with one's
friends, a problem nuclear weapons just reinforce, which could
induce a fainthearted response.

But it would seem that underlying this worry about the incon-
stancy of friends is a deeper doubt about ourselves, once more
projected onto others. It has been suggested that U.S. policy makers
have been strongly influenced by the failures of appeasement in the
1930s and the Munich analogy, an influence leading to deter-
mination not to appear weak, for this tempts aggressors. The impact
on the policy makers can be readily documented in terms of rhetori-
cal references to the "lessons" of that period. But is this simply
learning from experience or more like a convenient way to ration-
alize policies resting on the insecurity induced by doubts about being
able to use nuclear weapons? Is not the Munich analogy so com-
pelling because, deep down, one can never escape feeling that in the
nuclear age the same thing could easily happen again?

Conclusion

The analysis offered here can be taken as an elaboration of the
argument by George and Smoke that looking at how a state actually
practices deterrence makes it appear more complex. It would seem
that one must take into account the nature of the government that
attempts deterrence in ways the available theory does not en-
compass. By reference to the U.S. preoccupation with image, it has
been suggested that one cannot fully understand the U.S. approach
to deterrence without extending the psychology of deterrence to
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embrace the deterrer. It has been customary to treat the specific
force posture decisions and weapons development processes that
generate the military basis of deterrence as driven by domestic
processes as much as (or more than) considerations of how to shape
an opponent's perceptions. We should extend this to the actual
conduct of deterrence itself.



PERCEPTIONS OF THE

SECURITY DILEMMA IN 1914

Jack L Snyder

• A dispute about the effect of threats and concessions lies at the
heart of much U.S. theorizing about national security policy. Robert
Jervis has laid out this dispute starkly in his analysis of "deterrence
theory" and "the spiral model."1 Deterrence theorists stress the role
of credible threats in deterring potential aggressors. They fear that
concessions on any issue will be taken as a general sign of weakness
and consequently will undermine the credibility of one's resistance
to future demands. In contrast, spiral theorists warn that most
conflicts are rooted in mutual security fears, which are aggravated
by unyielding, "deterrence" policies but assuaged by concessions.
Eclectic theorists admit both possibilities and rely on a case-by-case
analysis of the intentions of the specific adversary to determine
whether threats or concessions are appropriate.

The case of World War I presents a puzzle for both the deterrence
and the spiral theories, however, and points to the existence of a
more fundamental dilemma in world politics. As 1914 approached,
the European powers found themselves locked in an increasingly
vicious "security dilemma"—a situation in which each state believed
that its security required the insecurity of others. The Germans
believed that they needed a capability to defeat Russia and France
quickly and decisively, because the Entente's superior resources
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were expected to dominate a prolonged contest. The Russians,
naturally, could not tolerate a decisive German advantage in a short
war, and so they planned a 40 percent increase in their standing
forces by 1917. As a consequence, German authorities began to view
a preventive war as the only alternative to unilateral vulnerability.
Given the prevailing strategic assumptions that Germany would be
at a disadvantage in a long war and that offensive strategies were
inherently preferable to defensive ones, the simultaneous security
of the Entente and of Germany was logically impossible. Either
Germany would be able to win a short war, which the Entente could
not allow, or the Entente would be able to win a prolonged war,
which Germany could not allow.

Neither deterrent nor spiral axioms can resolve this kind of
security dilemma. Unyielding, "deterrent" policies may be stabiliz-
ing when they defend a balanced status quo, because they induce
caution in those who would overturn the balance. Given the cir-
cumstances and presuppositions of 1914, however, balance was
unobtainable. There could be only an imbalance favoring one side
or the other. As a consequence, threats did not produce caution;
rather, they, underscored the zero-sum nature of the strategic
competition, the dangers of inferiority, and the virtual inevitability
of war. Directed toward the inferior party, threats heightened its
resolve to redress the imbalance. Directed toward the superior
party, threats encouraged it to strike before the balance was re-
dressed. Thus, as a result of the deterrent diplomacy of the Moroc-
can crisis of 1911, all of the continental powers came to believe that a
European war was likely. Under the pressure of the security di-
lemma, this did not make them cautious but rather led them to seek
an advantageous occasion to start the conflict.

It has been suggested that Germany could have been deterred in
July 1914 if Britain had made clear its commitment to fight.2 Given
the logic of the security dilemma, however, this would have given
Germany all the more reason to strike before the balance shifted any
further against it. Indeed, Britain's unyielding posture in 1911
helped to convince the Germans that a preventive war was the only
alternative to encirclement.

If threats could not resolve the security dilemma, neither could
concessions. The European states did try to defuse their conflicts on
peripheral issues like the Baghdad railway. On major issues, how-
ever, meaningful concessions were impossible because a stable,
mutually acceptable bargain could not exist, given the prevailing
strategic assumptions. Appeasing the security fears of one's neigh-
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bor would have entailed accepting one's own insecurity. Although
the security dilemma was in some sense a spiral process, it was not a
spiral that could be unwound by the concessionary policies that
spiral theorists usually advocate.

In a security dilemma, the adversary's malign intentions are
caused by the incentives provided by its own strategic circumstances,
as it understands them. Its intentions can be made more benign by
another state only by changing those circumstances—or the adver-
sary's assessment of them—and not by the use of threats or con-
cessions. Consequently, to defuse or prevent the development of an
acute security dilemma, it is necessary first to analyze the source of
the perverse incentives that are constraining the entrapped states.

Alternative Explanations for Aggressive Behavior

To this end, it will be helpful to distinguish four ideal types: the

structural security dilemma, the perceptual security dilemma, the
imperialist's dilemma, and deadlock.

The Structural Security Dilemma

Assumptions. This ideal type assumes that security is the overriding
goal of all states. Each state's choice of a strategy for maximizing its
security is determined solely by the structural incentives created by
military technology, geography, and the relative power of states.
The intentions of others can be inferred only from these structural
factors.

Hypotheses. A security dilemma, defined as a situation in which the
security of each state requires the insecurity of others, will occur
when offensive military operations are easier than defensive oper-
ations and/or when the relative power of two states is changing, such
that, for one of the states, attacking now is better than defending
later.

The Perceptual Security Dilemma

Assumptions. Security is still the overriding goal of states, but the
choice of a strategy for achieving it may be influenced by perceptual
biases. Technology, relative power, and the intentions of others may
all be misperceived.

Hypotheses. A security dilemma occurs when decision makers

overrate the advantages of the offensive, the magnitude of power
shifts, or the hostility of others.
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The Imperialist's Dilemma

Assumptions. At least one of the states in the system desires to
expand, even if this entails some risk to its security. At the same time,
no state seeks expansion at all costs. All states prefer compromise to
a major war, assuming that the compromise guarantees the mini-
mum objectives of each state, including its security. The problem
facing expansionists is to achieve their limited imperial aims without
provoking a major war, which would entail disproportionate costs
and risks. The problems facing status quo states are to prevent
expansion that would overturn the balance of power and, at the
same time, to avoid a major war.

Hypotheses. Security dilemmas arise from the dynamics of limited
competition over nonsecurity interests. In order to prevail in the
competition for political, economic, or ideological influence in dis-
puted areas, states develop offensive military capabilities, engage in
arms races to shift the balance of power, and threaten their adver-
saries with war unless they abandon the disputed prize. These
competitive activities are likely to create or intensify a security
dilemma and may force one of the states to choose between war and
unilateral vulnerability.

Deadlock

Assumptions. The nonsecurity interests of the states are incom-
patible and non-negotiable. Even if security guarantees could be
devised, there is no compromise that both sides would prefer to a
major war.

Hypotheses. Even in deadlock,3 war may occur in circumstances that
are reminiscent of a security dilemma, especially on the eve of a
major shift in relative power. This is merely the occasion for war,
rather than the cause of it. Even without the dilemma, war will occur
as soon as coercive bargaining between the adversaries fully clarifies
oie zero-sum nature of their conflict of interests.

Recent theorizing about international politics has stressed the
structural characteristics of the system that promote conflict: an-
archy, unstable distributions of power, and offensive military tech-
nologies.4 Whether intentionally or not, these theories convey the
impression that statesmen are frequently so entrapped by perverse
structural incentives that wars are likely "even in the extreme case in
which all states would like to freeze the status quo."5 This impression
is highly misleading. Strictly structural theories, like the structural
security dilemma, are very weak explanations for international
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conflict, primarily because defensive military operations are almost
always easier than offensive ones. Given this fact, structural con-
figurations that could cause war among status quo states will be rare.
Consequently, structural factors must usually be supplemented by
perceptual biases or nonsecurity aims that exacerbate the dilemma.

The following theoretical section will explain how each of the four
ideal types tries to account for international conflict and why the
strictly structural explanation is deficient. A subsequent section will
examine the causes of World War I in light of the same ideal types.
Finally, some observation on the implications of this analysis for
contemporary national security policy will be advanced.

The Structural Security Dilemma

Two variables create and intensify the structural security
dilemma: military technologies and geographical circumstances
that give an advantage to the offense, and "windows of oppor-
tunity," that is, fluctuations in the military balance that make attack-
ing now preferable to defending later. If these conditions obtained,
it would be impossible to make all states secure simultaneously. Even
if all states sought only security, wars would be common. Fortu-
nately, structural incentives for conflict are rarely, if ever, this strong.

Offensive Advantage

Jervis has argued that "an increase in one state's security decreases
the security of others" whenever "offense has the advantage"—that
is, when "it is easier to destroy the other's army and take its territory
than it is to defend one's own."6 If offense were literally easier than
defense, an equal balance of military power would leave each side
vulnerable to whichever took up the offensive. To be secure, a state
would have to strike first and remain constantly on the offensive
until it had shifted the military balance decisively in its favor. Only
when it enjoyed a margin of superiority sufficient to offset the
advantage of the offensive could the state be secure and at peace.
Until the hegemony of one side was achieved, international politics
would be a constant struggle to capture strategic positions and
resources and to destroy the armed forces of the adversary by

offensive means.
Status quo powers would have to behave like expansionist powers

if they valued their security. If they neglected opportunities to strike
first and maximize their relative power, there would be no guaran-
tee that their neighbors would reciprocate this restraint. In a strictly
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structural theory, this kind of trust would be irrational; all security-
seeking states would have to be distrustful aggressors. In short,
offensive advantage would create a Hobbesian world in which the
payoffs were loaded against cooperation.7

These deductions are sound; the only trouble is that offense is
virtually never easier than defense.8 Here it is important to dis-
tinguish between the operational "advantages" of offense and in-
centives for the offensive resulting from an adverse trend in the
balance of power. When a state anticipates a major, irreversible
decline in its relative power, it may launch a preventive attack
despite the operational disadvantages of the offense. This phenom-
enon should not be confused with the operational notion of "offen-
sive advantage."

Appropriately, Jervis's discussion of the offense-defense balance
focuses on the operational implications of technology and geog-
raphy (meaning terrain features and distance). He gives two related
criteria for determining whether offense or defense enjoys the
technological-geographical advantage. "First, does the state have to
spend more or less than one dollar on defensive forces to offset each
dollar spent by the other side on forces that could be used to
attack? . . . Second, with a given inventory offerees, is it better [that
is, easier?—JS] to attack or defend?"9

Intuitively, the conditions for offensive advantage seem im-
plausible. In this upside-down world, the weaker army should
always be the attacker, using offense to compensate for its weakness.
In the real world, weak armies stay on the defensive because de-
fending is easier. Defense acts as a multiplier of the strength of an
army.10

Of course, attackers often win, but this is because they are stron-
ger, not because offense makes their task easier. People who believe
that the offense confers a net advantage are simply failing to control
for the effects of the quantity and especially the quality of the
opposing forces. European observers of the Russo-Japanese War
made this error, for example. Since the Japanese attacked and won
with fewer forces, people inferred that the offense had the advan-
tage. In reasoning this way, they ignored the only available control
for quality: namely, the fact that the Russians did even worse on the
few occasions when they attacked than they did when they de-
fended.11

Both the attacking state and the defending state enjoy some
advantages, but on balance the advantages of defending are greater.
The attacker's advantage lies in holding the initiative. This gives it
the chance to achieve surprise in the time or place of the attack. The
defender's forces must guard all possible avenues of attack, whereas
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the attacker can concentrate its forces on a small number of main
axes. In this way, the attacker can achieve local superiorities, which
may allow it to turn the defender's flank or break through its thinly
stretched front. Once this occurs, the defender's lines of supply and
communication may be disrupted. Disorganized defending units
may be unable to coordinate their efforts in an efficient manner.

The problem is that the initiative is a wasting asset. If break-
throughs are not achieved and exploited immediately, the defender
can shift its forces to shore up the threatened sector. It can also
counterattack where the attacker is weak. At this stage of the cam-
paign, all of the advantages lie with the defending state, which can
usually maneuver and supply its forces more easily than the attacker
can. On its own territory, the defender enjoys the use of a transpor-
tation network that is relatively intact. In contrast, after the attacker
crosses the frontier, it will usually find that the defender has de-
stroyed bridges and railroads in the area it has evacuated. Distances
from sources of supply to the front are normally shorter for the
defender than for the attacker.

At the tactical level, the defending state enjoys the advantage of
firing under partial cover, whereas the attacker must expose itself to
advance. The defender can choose and prepare the terrain on
which the battle will be fought. River barriers, high ground, tren-
ches, and fortifications can be used to multiply the effective power
of the defending units. The defender can man such barriers lightly
in order to concentrate more forces in sectors where barriers do not
exist.

It is an empirical question whether the material advantages of the
defense outweigh the countervailing advantages conferred by seiz-
ing the initiative. No doubt there are combinations of circumstances
where the offense has an overall advantage because its characteristic
advantages operate strongly, whereas the defender's operate
weakly. For example, if prevailing intelligence technologies make it
difficult to anticipate the direction of the attack, seizing the initiative
may pay big dividends. At the same time, if terrain barriers are few,
if the theater of operations is wide but not deep, if the attacker is
protected by effective armor, if supplies can be gathered from the
countryside, and if the attacker and defender use the same means of
transport in the defender's territory, then the characteristic advan-
tages of the defender will operate very weakly. Normally, however,
defending is easier than attacking, notwithstanding the advantages
of the initiative.

In the search for examples of "offense dominance," people usu-
ally cite the German armored blitzkriegs of World War II by which a
numerically inferior force rolled up rapid, decisive victories. Cer-
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tainly the military technology of 1940 was more favorable to the
offense than that of 1914, but the success of Guderian's blitz
through the Ardennes does not necessarily show that technology

had made it "easier to destroy the other's army and take its territory

than to defend one's own." More likely, it shows that the French

army was poorly deployed and that its commanders did not under-

stand how to prepare a successful defense in the era of mobile

armored warfare. After 1941, attackers found that they usually

needed a substantial numerical superiority to succeed.12

For almost all cases, the question should be not whether offense or

defense has the advantage but whether the defender's advantage is

small or large. If this view is correct, one of the alleged engines of the
structural security dilemma runs in reverse! The exigencies of

military operations tend to mitigate the dilemma, not exacerbate it.

The engine that winds the dilemma tighter must be found elsewhere.

Windows of Opportunity

States have an incentive to attack their neighbors whenever they

anticipate an adverse shift in the balance of power. The literature

distinguishes between two situations of this kind: preventive war,

which forestalls the creation of new military assets, and preemptive
attack, which forestalls the mobilization and deployment of existing
forces. Both can be discussed under the common rubric of windows
of opportunity.13

The security dilemma here is that a status quo state may choose to
attack another status quo state, even though both would prefer a
stable compromise to war. This can happen because the preventive
or preemptive attack cuts short the diplomatic search for possible

terms of compromise or because the declining power does not trust

the other to adhere to the compromise in the future.
Whether the window constitutes a decisive incentive to attack

depends largely on three factors: the magnitude of the shift, the

offense-defense balance, and, at the most general level, the like-

lihood that other states will attack during the anticipated period of

vulnerability. If the shift is expected to produce a situation of only

slight inferiority and if the defense is dominant, then a status quo

state should have no incentive to launch a preventive attack. Even if

more substantial vulnerability is expected, the declining state may

still shun preventive war unless it expects to be attacked during the

period when it is vulnerable. Perhaps its neighbors have no desire to

attack it. Perhaps they can be appeased until the window of vulner-
ability is closed. Even if the power shift is permanent, perhaps a
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geopolitical retreat could reduce international frictions and make
the state's holdings more defensible.

For a status quo power, the security risks posed by preventive war
have to be weighed against those associated with the alternative
strategies. Even if a state assumes the worst about the intentions of
its adversary, preventive war now may not be preferable to de-
fensive war later.

Preventive war involves numerous disadvantages. In addition to
the military-operational ones of the offensive, there are also the
diplomatic ones of being the aggressor. As Bismarck told the elder
Moltke, a clumsily prepared preventive strike would place "the full
weight of the imponderables . . . on the side of the enemies we have
attacked."14 As a rule, states tend to balance against aggressors
rather than jump on the bandwagon with them.15 States facing a
secular decline in their relative power will need allies in the future;
attracting a reputation for behaving recklessly would spoil their best
chance for survival. Even a successful preventive war poses the
problem of indigestible gains. If the attacking state tries to keep
control of its gains, it may become overextended. The cost of
protecting its empire may rise faster than its resources. But if it
retreats after destroying its neighbor's army, it will be leaving
behind a suspicious foe.16 In contrast, a defensive war later may not
be so grim a prospect, even though the state's relative power has
declined, since it will enjoy both the operational and the diplomatic
advantages of the defensive.

Even worst-case assumptions about the intentions of the oppo-
nent may not produce a clear, decisive case in favor of preventive
war. When the assumption of unalterable hostility is relaxed, the
case for preventive war becomes still less persuasive. Consequently,
although structural incentives for preventive war may exist, they will
often be counterbalanced by other considerations.

The Perceptual Security Dilemma

Even if structural conditions produce only a weak security di-
lemma, those conditions may be misperceived in ways that tighten
the dilemma. People may underestimate the operational advantages
of the defensive or overestimate the likelihood of other states
jumping on the diplomatic bandwagon. People may overestimate
their prospects in a war now while underestimating them in a war
later. People may underestimate the costs of war and overestimate
its inevitability. Any of these misperceptions would intensify the
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security dilemma, making it a more plausible explanation for the

ensuing conflict.17

Some sources of perceptual bias can either exacerbate or alleviate
security fears, depending on the circumstances of the case. For

example, superficial "lessons" of the last war may strongly bias

perceptions of the offense-defense balance, but they can cut in

either direction depending on the nature of that war. This kind of
bias is important for understanding individual cases, but it has no

bearing on the plausibility of the security dilemma as a major,

endemic source of international conflict.
Other sources of bias do support that view, however. In par-

ticular, two biases consistently tend to tighten the security dilemma:
the tendency of the military to overrate the advantages of the

offensive and the tendency of states to overestimate the hostility of

others.

Military Bias for the Offensive

Bernard Brodie believed that "military doctrine is universally,

and has been since the time of Napoleon, imbued with the 'spirit of

the offensive.' "18 Although no definitive study of military attitudes

on offense and defense has been attempted, three recent studies
have argued that the interests and outlook of military organizations
bias them in favor of offensive doctrines and strategies.19

A number of hypotheses might account for this bias:
Size and Wealth of the Organization. Offense is a difficult task that

justifies large defense budgets. It is also a productive task in that
decisive, offensive campaigns produce demonstrable returns on the
state's investment in military capability. In the 1880s, for example,
Field Marshal von der Goltz pushed the view that "modern wars

have become a nation's way of doing business"—a perspective that

made sense only if wars were short, cheap, and hence offensive.20

Prestige and Self-image. The quick, decisive Wars of German Uni-

fication turned the Prussian officer corps into demigods, whom the

rest of the nation honored and emulated.21 As Barry Posen puts it,

offense makes soldiers "specialists in victory," defense makes them

"specialists in attrition," and "deterrence makes them specialists in
slaughter."22

Autonomy. The elder Moltke succinctly stated the universal wish of

military commanders: "The politician should fall silent the moment

that mobilization begins."23 This is least likely to happen in the case

of limited or defensive wars, where the whole point of fighting is to

negotiate a diplomatic solution. Political considerations—and hence

politicians—have to figure in operational decisions. The operational
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autonomy of the military is most likely to be allowed when the

operational goal is to disarm the adversary quickly and decisively by

offensive means. For this reason, the military will seek to force

doctrine and planning into this mold.24

Uncertainty Reduction. Posen points out that "taking the offensive,

exercising the initiative, is a way of structuring the battle."25 Defense,
in contrast, is more reactive, less structured, and harder to plan.

People in charge of large organizations seek structure—or the

illusion of structure. Hence Stephen Van Evera's hypothesis that the
military will prefer a task that is easier to plan even if it is more

difficult to execute successfully.26

Focus on Threats and Military Responses. The professional training

and duties of soldiers force them to focus on threats to the state's

security and on the conflictual side of international relations. Neces-

sarily preoccupied with the prospect of armed conflict, they see war

as a pervasive aspect of international life. Focusing on the role of

military means in ensuring the security of the state, they forget that

other means can also be used toward the same end. For these
reasons, the military professional tends to hold a simplified, zero-

sum view of international politics and the nature of wair. In this kind

of Hobbesian world, wars are seen as difficult to avoid and almost

impossible to keep limited.

When the hostility of others is taken for granted, prudential

calculations are slanted in favor of preventive wars and preemptive

strikes. Indeed, as German military officers were fond of arguing,
the proper role of diplomacy in a Hobbesian world is to create
favorable conditions for launching preventive war. A preventive
grand strategy requires an offensive operational doctrine. De-
fensive plans and doctrines will be considered only after all con-
ceivable offensive schemes have been decisively discredited. Under
uncertainty, such discrediting will be difficult, so offensive plans
and doctrines will be frequently adopted even when offense is not

easier than defense in the operational sense.

The assumption of extreme hostility also favors the notion that

decisive, offensive operations are always needed to end wars. If the

conflict of interest between the parties is seen as limited, then a

decisive victory may not be needed to end the fighting on mutually

acceptable terms. In fact, denying the adversary state its objectives

by means of a successful defense may suffice. However, when the

opponent is believed to be extremely hostile, disarming it com-
pletely may seem like the only way to induce it to break off its attacks.

For this, offensive doctrines and plans are needed, even if defense is

easier operationally.
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Kenneth Waltz argues that states are socialized to the implications
of international anarchy.27 Because of their professional pre-
occupations, military professionals become "oversocialized." Seeing
the security dilemma as tighter than it really is, they make it still
tighter by adopting offensive plans and buying offensive forces.28 In
this way, the perceptual security dilemma becomes a self-fulfilling
prophecy.

Perceptions of Hostility

Military professionals are particularly prone to overestimate the
hostility of other states, but even civilians seem to have some bias in
this direction. This bias intensifies the security dilemma by making a
stable, mutually acceptable compromise seem infeasible.

Two fairly similar explanations for this phenomenon are most
prominent in the psychological literature. An ego-defense theory
starts with the proposition that the ego protects its self-image by
denying that its activities harm or threaten others. Consequently,
when others behave in a hostile manner, this is seen as an indication
of their aggressive intentions, not as a reaction to the threat posed by
oneself.

A somewhat different explanation, proposed by attribution the-
orists, starts with the proposition that people are "naive scientists"
who fail to consider the biases that are inherent in information
available to them. When analyzing their own behavior, states are
highly conscious of the role of external constraints, the difference
between intended and inadvertent consequences, and internal polit-
ical processes that may produce inconsistent policies. States feel that
they are not responsible for threatening or deceiving others, be-
cause they are under duress or because the threat or deceit is
unintended. In contrast, it is intellectually more difficult to em-
pathize with the constraints on others or to imagine the complex
internal processes that might account for the vagaries of their
behavior. It is much simpler to posit a unitary, purposeful actor,
whose behavior is a reflection of innate character rather than of the
problems faced. When the naive scientist is inconvenienced by a
sudden change in another's policy, he attributes it to purposeful
guile; when he is threatened, he infers aggressive intent.29

In summary, the addition of perceptual factors makes the security
dilemma a more powerful theory of international conflict. It breathes
life into the concept of "offense dominance," and it helps to explain
why people underrate the feasibility of cooperation. Conversely, the
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concept of the security dilemma makes perceptual theories more
persuasive by showing how perceived hostility gets translated into
decisions for war.

The Imperialist's Dilemma

The ingredients of a security dilemma are offensive advantage,
incentives for preventive or preemptive attack, and the fear that the
adversary will attack at the first opportunity. Among status quo
states, these conditions are unlikely except as the consequence of a
misperception. However, when one or more states are motivated by
nonsecurity, expansionist aims, the natural dynamic of inter-
national competition tends to create these conditions. Even if states
would rather limit their imperial competition than risk a major war,
this competitive dynamic may confront them with the choice be-
tween war and unilateral vulnerability.

In order to achieve its expansive political, economic, or ideo-
logical goals, the aspiring imperialist state develops offensive mili-
tary forces for the purpose of conquest or intimidation. When
resistance is met, a testing of will and capabilities ensues. An arms
race occurs as the imperialist and its opponent both try to prove that
they have the capability to achieve their nonsecurity aims uni-
laterally, if necessary. Crises are staged as the states test each other's
willingness to risk war rather than retreat. The conflict spiral may be
punctuated by attempts at conciliation, especially if each side would
prefer some compromise to the costs and risks of a major war.
Indeed, the art of coercive diplomacy is to use threats to discover the
adversary's minimum bargaining position short of war and then to
conciliate it to consolidate a favorable compromise.30

The imperialist's dilemma arises when this process of intimidation
and bargaining is interrupted by a window of opportunity. Until the
bargaining process is concluded, the adversaries do not know
whether a compromise will be obtainable—that is, whether each side
would rather accept the other's minimum demands than fight.
Consequently, they must constantly guard their relative power
position in case the adversary decides to break off the bargaining
and attack. When a window of opportunity intervenes, however,
maintaining one's position of relative power may require a pre-
ventive or preemptive attack.

Windows that provide incentives for prevention and preemption
are likely by-products of the process of intimidation and bargaining.
Windows are particularly likely to appear during arms races, when
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changes in underlying power capabilities are quickly and dramati-
cally manifested. A prudent state may decide to strike if it feels that
its fortunes are declining, thus cutting short the search for a com-
promise. Windows are also likely to appear during crises, for two
reasons. First, the crisis may convince one or both sides that war is
inevitable and, consequently, that any preemptive or preventive
advantages, no matter how slight, might as well be reaped. Second,
military mobilization, which may be used as a tactic in the game of
crisis intimidation, may threaten to close a window of opportunity.
In 1914, for example, the Germans felt that they had to respond to
Russian mobilization by attacking France immediately, since their
whole strategy depended on the time-lag of the Russian offensive in
their rear.

In sum, the imperialist's dilemma is a security dilemma that is a
by-product of the competition over nonsecurity interests. It is a
dilemma in the sense that both competitors may prefer some com-
promise to a major war, but they are unable to reach it because the
dynamics of the arms race and brinkmanship make their security
interests incompatible.

Like the security dilemma, the imperialist's dilemma can be con-
sidered either a structural or a perceptual theory. However, the
latter's need for a perceptual boost may not be as great as the
former's. The nature of the imperialist state's policy gives it a reason
to buy offensive forces and seek offensive doctrines. It also makes
mutual security guarantees more difficult to devise because they
may rule out the kinds of capabilities that the imperialist needs for
its campaign of limited expansion. Such factors are rooted in the
structure of the nonsecurity competition and do not require mis-
perceptions to be set in motion.

Deadlock

Not all conflicts result from dilemmas, of course. In some cases,
there may be no compromise that both sides would prefer to war,
even if ironclad security guarantees could be arranged. Under those
conditions, there would be no dilemma, only a deadlock.

In practical terms, it may be difficult to distinguish an imperialist's
dilemma from a deadlock. Even in deadlock, there is likely to be a
period of competitive arming and brinkmanship, as the competitors
test each other's capabilities and resolve. These are likely to create
windows, which will be the immediate precipitant of the decision for
war. For example, the U.S. decision to cut off petroleum shipments



to Japan in 1941 confronted the Japanese with a closing window of
opportunity. If Japan were to have even the slightest hope of success
in a war against the United States/it would have to strike as soon as
possible. Pearl Harbor was the result. Nonetheless, Snyder and
Diesing call this a deadlock, not a dilemma, on the grounds that
further bargaining would not have produced a compromise and
that war would have occurred anyway. Thus the distinction be-
tween a deadlock and an imperialist's dilemma in any particular case
may involve a speculative exercise in counterfactual history.

The European Security Dilemma 1870-1914

Historians of World War I can be divided into two schools.
Members of the first, typified by Sidney Fay, have portrayed the war
as an unwanted, almost accidental by-product of the search for
security.31 For them, the nonsecurity disputes of the European
powers seem insufficient to have caused the Great War. Instead,
they believe that the explanation lies largely in the dilemma posed by
Germany's vulnerable position in the center of Europe, the spiral
logic of arms competition and alliance commitment, and runaway
war plans. The concept of the security dilemma, including its struc-
tural as well as its perceptual version, adds theoretical support to the
arguments of this school. The second school, typified by Fritz
Fischer, has portrayed the war as the inevitable result of the ambi-
tions or interests of the powers—in short, as a deadlock.32 In particu-
lar, emphasis has been placed on the domestic factors compelling
Germany's expansion and on the inevitability that her expansion
would be resisted. A third explanation, based on the imperialist's
dilemma, borrows from the insights of both schools. Germany's
attempt to expand through intimidation created a security dilemma
for both itself and its neighbors.

Explanations that focus exclusively on the security dilemma or
exclusively on deadlocked nonsecurity interests are not fully con-
vincing. The strictly structural version of the security dilemma
explanation, for example, is undermined by the defensive advan-
tage proffered by prevailing military technologies. The perceptual
version of the security dilemma, which rests on a misreading of
those technological incentives, captures part of the problem, but it
may not be able to account fully for Germany's belligerent diplomacy
between 1904 and 1914, which was often gratuitously ag-
gressive in a way that jeopardized rather than enhanced German
security. At the same time, there is no reason to label the European

Perceptions of the Security Dilemma in 1914 • 167



168 • Psychology and Deterrence

bargaining game a deadlock. If security guarantees had been avail-
able, compromise on economic, ideological, and prestige issues
would not have been unthinkable. Only the imperialist's dilemma
(or variants of it) capture the role of both the security dilemma and
nonsecurity competition in causing World War I.

In order to examine these alternative explanations more closely,
three topics will be discussed. An analysis of Germany's military
situation from 1870 to 1905 will test the structural variant of the
security dilemma explanation against its perceptual variant. An
analysis of German diplomacy after 1904 will propose explanations
based on the perceptual security dilemma, the imperialist's di-
lemma, and combinations of the two. Finally, a discussion of the July
crisis will examine the competing claims of the imperialist's dilemma
and deadlock explanations.

Germany's Military Dilemma

Germany's position and policy must lie at the heart of any analysis

of the European security dilemma between 1870 and 1914.33 After
1870 both Bismarck and the German chief of staff, the elder Moltke,
considered Germany a satisfied power, interested only in securing
the gains of the Wars of Unification. France and Russia, however,
were not fully satisfied with the status quo. Germany's annexation of
Alsace-Lorraine gave the French a motive for revenge, while Rus-
sia's encroachments into the Balkans risked a conflict with Austria
that could upset the balance of power to Germany's detriment.34

Germany could handle either of these threats separately, but a
combined Franco-Russian effort would tax Germany's strength to
the limit, even with Austrian help.

In planning for a possible two-front war, Moltke faced a classic
dilemma: whether the incentive to attack offered by a window of
opportunity outweighed the disincentive posed by the operational
advantages of the defense. The comparative slowness of the Russian
mobilizations opened a window of opportunity for Germany during
the first month of a two-front conflict. Since Russia would be
operating at partial strength, Germany had an incentive to seek
decisive results during this initial period. Most decisive would be a
rapid battle of annihilation in France, using the bulk of the German
army. This was Moltke's preference during the 1870s.

By the 1880s, however, the improvement of the French fortress
line made Moltke doubt the feasibility of such an operation. Conse-
quently, he decided to use half of his army to defend against France
and the remainder to encircle the relatively weak Russian force in



Perceptions of the Security Dilemma in 1914 • 169

Poland during the first weeks of a conflict. Moltke realized that this
would not be decisive in the same sense as the destruction of the
whole French field army. The Russians could continue the fight
with their late-mobilizing units, while the French could hammer
away at the German defense line on the Saar. But using diplomacy
and the advantages of the defense, Moltke believed the bloodied
French and Russians might accept peace on the basis of the status
quo ante. Moltke had been impressed by the holding power of the
tactical defensive in the Franco-Prussian War, and, in any case, he
came to believe that this stalemate strategy was Germany's least
miserable option.

Toward the end of the 1880s, increased Russian peacetime de-
ployments and improved fortifications in Poland threatened the
viability even of Moltke's limited offensive around Warsaw. In 1887,
in the context of a Russo-German financial war and continuing
tension in the Balkans, Moltke and his deputy Waldersee urged a
preventive war against Russia before the completion of the Russian
build-up.

Here was a classic security dilemma fed by offensive plans and a
closing window of opportunity. To Moltke, German security re-
quired the vulnerability of Russian forces in Poland. Without this
vulnerability, both Russia and France could mobilize to full strength
at their leisure and then attack in the second month of the conflict.
To Russia, the security of Russian Poland required eliminating this
vulnerability. In this situation, Russia's move to defend itself was an
offensive threat to Germany. Conversely, Moltke's defensive mo-
tives led him to propose aggression against Russia. Offense and
defense had become indistinguishable; for Moltke, at least, the
security dilemma was operating at full force.

Underlying Moltke's preventive advice was an assumption that
war between Russia and Germany was inevitable; therefore it should
be undertaken while Germany could still capitalize on the window
provided by Russia's slow mobilization. Bismarck did not share this
assumption. Believing that a combination of appeasement and
deterrence could hold Russia in check, he vetoed the preventive
strike.

In the 1890s, Schlieffen took over the task of planning for a
two-front war. His studies showed that frontal attacks on the French
or Russian positions would not yield quick results. The only way to
effect a decision before Russia completed its mobilization would be
to outflank the French fortress line via Belgium. He and his suc-
cessor, the younger Moltke, understood most of the pitfalls of this
maneuver quite well: the gratuitous provocation of new enemies,
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logistical nightmares, the possibility of a rapid French redeployment
to nullify the German flank maneuver, the numerical insufficiency
of the German army, the tendency of the attacker's strength to wane
with every step forward and the defender's to grow, and the lack of
time to finish with France before Russia would attack. It is remark-
able how well the German general staff anticipated all of the factors
that contributed to the failure of the Schlieffen plan in August 1914.

As difficult as the attack through Belgium seemed, all other
options seemed worse. The main alternative considered was a mir-
ror image of the Schlieffen plan pointed toward the east. According
to German staff studies, this was a poor option because the French
would quickly break through weakly held German positions in the
Rhineland. What the general staff refused to consider after 1890
was the possibility of an equal division of their forces between west
and east, allowing a stable defense against France and a limited
offensive with Austria against Russia. (This was the combination
that Germany used successfully in 1915.)

Operationally, this would have been the easiest strategy available
to Germany. Politically, its appeal would have been as a deterrent. If
Germany had accepted the advice of its military engineers and
fortified the gap between Metz and Strasbourg on the French
frontier, the German security dilemma would have largely dis-
solved. Attacking Germany would have become obviously un-
attractive to France and therefore to Russia.

But the German military reasoned inside out. They took the
inevitability of war for granted and reasoned that defense or limited
offense could not end it. Particularly if a British blockade were
imposed, a long war might hurt Germany more than her neighbors,
they believed. Therefore, a decisive offensive was necessary, and the
best chance for its success was to attack across Belgium before Russia
was fully mobilized. German military planners failed to understand
that a war might not occur if Germany drew an impregnable defense
line around itself and Austria. Likewise, they arbitrarily rejected the
idea that Britain would stay out of the war if Germany fought it
defensively.

It would be convenient to argue that Germany adopted an offen-
sive military strategy because it wished to conquer its neighbors'
territory. This would parsimoniously explain the Germans' willing-
ness to run the great risks inherent in the Schlieffen plan. However,
there is little support for this view. The three chiefs of the general
staff who dominated German war planning between 1870 and 1914
all considered Germany to be a satisfied power in Europe and
thought primarily in terms of a war for security (or perhaps for
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national honor). Younger staff officers like Wilhelm Groener were
sometimes imbued with a sense of German manifest destiny in
Mitteleuropa, but the basic shape of the Schlieffen plan was formed
before these ideas became current. Moreover, there is no evidence
that expansionist civilians had any influence in war planning.

This chronicle of German military policy making includes a
number of points of theoretical interest. First, some of the elements
of a structural security dilemma helped to shape German policy.
Although offense was operationally more difficult then defense, the
window provided by Russia's slow mobilization gave Germany an
incentive to develop offensive war plans. The danger that the
Russian build-up in Poland would close this window gave Germany
an incentive to carry out these offensive plans. This should not
obscure the fact, however, that Germany also had reasonably good
defensive options for solving its security problems. After 1890, these
defensive options were probably superior to the offensive one that
was adopted.

This raises the second theoretical issue: the perceptual aspects of
the security dilemma. The German military overrated the hostility
of their opponents, the inevitability of war, and hence the need for a
preventive, war-fighting strategy rather than a deterrent strategy.
The military was consistently more extreme in this view than were
civilians, a fact that indicates that a military perceptual bias accounts
for it. The German military was fairly realistic about the operational
difficulties of the offensive, however. In this case, it was not that an
overestimation of offensive capabilities led to a perception of a
hostile world; rather, the perception of a hostile world led to a belief
that an offensive capability was necessary. On the other hand, once
offense was seen as necessary, there arose a tendency to see it as
possible. The general staff stopped asking whether the Schlieffen
plan would work; they asked only how they could make it work
better.

A third theoretical issue is the temporal and causal relationship
among four key variables: offense, windows, nonsecurity disputes,
and expected hostility. In a structural security dilemma, offense and
windows should come first, and hostility should grow as the conse-
quences of these structural conditions become clear. In a perceptual
security dilemma, this same pattern might hold, with the exception
that offense and/or windows would be rooted in perceptual biases.
Alternatively, a perceptual security dilemma might begin with an
overestimate of the other's hostility, causing the subsequent adop-
tion of offensive plans to take advantage of windows of opportunity.
Finally, in an imperialist's dilemma, nonsecurity disputes should
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come first; offense, perceived hostility, competitive armament, and
windows should follow.

For the German military, the assumption of hostility came first. As
soon as the Franco-Russian war was over, the elder Moltke was
announcing the inevitability of a Russo-German war. This was long
before substantive disputes over economics or spheres of influence
became acute and consequently supports the perceptual security
dilemma explanation. For German civilians, however, the order was
probably the reverse. Even though German military strategy cre-
ated a security dilemma through its emphasis on offense and
windows, German civilians refused opportunities for preventive
wars in 1887 and again in 1905, when Russia was neutralized by the
Russo-Japanese War and revolutionary upheaval. In neither case,
did they believe that war was inevitable, and consequently they were
not swayed by the argument that conditions would become less
favorable if they waited.35 Only later, after German imperial aims
had expanded, did the German civilian elite become convinced that
there was no acceptable compromise that could avoid the war.

In sum, there is no denying that the structure of Germany's
security problem played a role in the creation of a security dilemma,
in which attempts by states to defend themselves inherently threat-
ened their neighbors. Nonetheless, German military planners could
have extricated Germany from this dilemma by preparing a de-
fensive alternative based on deterrence through denial. That they
ignored this option had more to do with perceptions than with the
structure of their dilemma. Despite the thinking of the German
military, German civilians did not yet feel tightly bound by their
security dilemma.

The Diplomacy of Expansion and Security

The evolution of German policy after 1904 can be explained
plausibly as the result of a perceptual security dilemma, somewhat
better as an imperialist's dilemma, and perhaps best as a com-
bination of the two. The aim of this section is not primarily to argue
for one or another of these intepretations but to trace the logic of
each and to show how security and nonsecurity motives interact.

The perceptual security dilemma argument holds that the Schlief-
fen plan was rooted in a misperception of offensive advantage, but
once in place it caused a real security dilemma for German diplo-
macy. The Schlieffen plan predicated German security on the
maintenance of a war-winning capability—that is, on the inferiority
and insecurity of others. This presented a hard task to German
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diplomats: to feel fully secure, they either had to break up enemy
coalitions that might neutralize Germany's war-winning capability,
or they had to authorize a preventive war before such a coalition
reached full strength. It can be argued therefore that Germany's
offensive diplomacy during this period is best explained by the
expansive security requirements of the Schlieffen plan. However,
since this diplomacy was clearly counterproductive in security
terms, it may be easier to explain it as the result of a nonsecurity
interest in expansion.36

In favor of the security explanation is the argument that Germany
could not let the Triple Entente, existing in latent form since 1904,
consolidate and grow in strength. Even if the Entente were satisfied
to balance German military power, this would jeopardize the Schlief-
fen plan. Consequently, German attempts to break up the Entente
by intimidation in the Moroccan crises of 1905 and 1911 can be
understood in security terms. Even more easily, Austro-German
ultimatums and faits accomplis in the Balkan crises of 1909 and 1914
can be explained as offensive means serving a defensive end, namely
the preservation of Austria-Hungary as a stable factor in the Euro-
pean balance of power. Even if we accept that German leaders
consciously sought war in July 1914, this can be explained as a
preventive struggle for survival in circumstances in which either the
Triple Entente or the Triple Alliance had to be insecure militarily.
Germany's attempts to achieve security by splitting the Entente and
by aggressively defending the declining Austrian Empire served
only to tighten the Entente, provoke a "national reawakening" in
France, and stimulate plans for a huge Russian arms buildup to be
completed by 1917. Because German authorities doubted their
ability to finance an unrestrained arms race, they began to see
preventive war as the only way out.

While it is true that German policy had provoked the increases in
the Russian army and the tightening of the Entente, a security
dilemma argument would hold that Germany had no choice but to
gamble on breaking up the incipient Entente. Moreover, in this
view, it would have been dangerous for Germany to try to learn
from her mistakes and become more conciliatory after 1911. By that
time the mere memory of the Franco-German Agadir crisis had
created a security dilemma mentality in France as well. Tepid
Russian support during the Agadir crisis had led some French
statesmen to believe that is was in France's interest to provoke a final
showdown with Germany and Austria over an issue that was pri-
marily of concern to Russia. In the fall of 1912, Austro-Russian
tensions during the First Balkan War provided such an occasion.
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Some French officials tried to goad the Russians into mobilizing,
perhaps hoping that a war would ensue.37 Although French motives
were primarily defensive, a security dilemma forced them to adopt
offensive diplomatic tactics. Whoever or whatever had created the
European security dilemma, by 1912 there was no simple way out of
it. Arguably, a state that gave its neighbor the benefit of the doubt in
these circumstances would have come to regret it.

There are also arguments against the security explanation, how-
ever. Just as Schlieffen and the younger Moltke could have better
solved Germany's military problem defensively, so too Holstein and
Kiderlen could have better kept the Entente divided through bland-
ishments and Bismarckian "reinsurance" than by threats. Even
taking the Schlieffen plan as a given, it is hardly obvious that
German diplomacy had to break up the Entente to ensure Ger-
many's survival. Until the Agadir crisis, the Entente was a desultory
affair. Military cooperation among the three powers was at best
sporadic, and diplomatically their interests did not always coincide.

Even after Agadir, conciliation and restraint were probably as
good a policy as the preventive implementation of the flawed Schlief-
fen plan. Why not, from a security standpoint, conciliate Britain on
the fleet ratio, since the risk-fleet idea was preposterous anyway?
Why dispatch General Liman von Sanders to Constantinople to
organize a politico-military barrier to Russian expansion? Russian
documents prove that the Czarist regime had a timetable for taking
over the Turkish straits:38 why not let them fritter away their
strength on this project, which would have jeopardized the Entente
more effectively than any German threats?

In many of these instances, it becomes tortuous to explain Ger-
man behavior in terms of a security dilemma, which required
offensive behavior to achieve defensive aims. The imperialist's
dilemma often seems more straightforward: for reasons of domestic
prestige, bureaucratic politics, or the perceived economic interests
of various domestic groups, Germany was compelled to act in ways
that threatened the interests and security of other states. The
Junkers' demands for high tariffs on grain led to conflict with
Russia; the demands of the bourgeoisie and the middle classes for a
navy, colonies, and Weltpolitik led to conflict with Britain and France;
the rising appeal of socialism had to be deflected by the counter-
appeal of jingo nationalism. The weak ruling authorities could not
impose rational priorities on competing claims, which created too
many enemies at the same time, and had to maintain their prestige
by means of cheap diplomatic victories at the expense of other
powers. According to this analysis, Germany embarked on a more



Perceptions of the Security Dilemma in 1914 • 175

militant course after 1900 not because the security dilemma had
become more acute but because domestic pressure for expansion
had increased.

Arguably, those pressures did not foreordain a German policy of
unlimited expansion at all costs. They did require Germany to
engage in coercive diplomacy in order to force its neighbors to
accept a German "place in the sun." Theorists of German expansion
like Alfred Tirpitz and Kurt Riezler argued that brinkmanship and
competitive armament could serve as a substitute for war, a way to
measure power and will without actually fighting, as long as German
aims were limited. They did not reckon, however, on the dynamics of
the imperialist's dilemma. Recurrent crises and arms races led
characteristically to tightening alliances, inferences that war was
inevitable, power fluctuations producing windows of opportunity,
and finally war. In this interpretation, what started as a limited
competition over economic, imperial, and prestige issues evolved
into a tight security dilemma because the instruments and tactics of
limited, controlled expansion were indistinguishable from the
means to achieve a decisive hegemony.

Still, this imperialist's dilemma explanation falls short in one
respect. As I argued above, Germany's offensive strategy for land
warfare was devised in response to the misperceived requirements
of German security in Europe, not primarily as an instrument of
coercive diplomacy to extract colonial or other nonsecurity conces-
sions. Thus a major element of the security dilemma of 1914 was in
place independent of any nonsecurity competition. A final possibil-
ity, then, is that both the perceptual security dilemma (in the form of
the offensive Schlieffen plan) and the imperialist's dilemma (in the
form of Tirpitz's naval arms races, Riezler's diplomacy of "calcu-
lated risk," and so forth) were needed to produce the tight security
dilemma of 1914. The Schlieffen plan created a propensity toward
instability in the system, and German coercive diplomacy and com-
petitive armament turned that propensity into a dynamic security
dilemma. Without the independent perception of offensive advan-
tage, power shifts caused by the competition in land armaments
might not have provided a sufficient incentive for preventive war.
Likewise, it was in part the Schlieffen plan that made German bids
for limited advantage indistinguishable from bids for hegemony,
thus undercutting Riezler's theory of coercive diplomacy.

In short, a variety of explanations seems plausible for Europe's
drift toward war in 1914, all of them relying on some variant of the
security dilemma. The existence of nonsecurity sources of conflict
rooted in economic, imperial, or domestic concerns is not neces-
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sarily incompatible with such explanations. On the contrary, limited
competition over nonsecurity issues helps to explain the origins of
some of the conditions producing an unlimited struggle for security
in this period.

The July Crisis: Dilemma or Deadlock?

A final question is whether there was a dilemma of any kind in
July 1914 or whether the interests of the two sides had simply
become deadlocked. The argument for a dilemma can take two
forms, the one focusing on preventive war and the other on pre-
emption.39

For the former the dilemma for Germany was whether to launch a
preventive war even though the conflict might eventually reach a
satisfactory resolution without war. The preventive cast of German
thinking on the eve of the war has been well documented.40 Whether
the war actually precluded the evolution of some mutually accept-
able, peaceful outcome is more problematic. A few hopeful pos-
sibilities deserve mention: a continuation of the secular trend
toward more pacific, socialist legislatures in France and Germany; a
revolution or economic downturn in Russia; constitutional inno-
vations allowing Germany to finance an open-ended arms race;
diversion of Russian military deployments toward Turkey; imple-
mentation of a plan for slavic autonomy within the framework of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire. With any or all of these long-run pos-
sibilities still outstanding, it seems fair to argue that a dilemma did
exist. The July crisis was not just a cut and dried exercise.
Bethmann-Hollweg and the Kaiser did have second thoughts after
Russian restraint and British neutrality failed to materialize. How
serious these second thoughts were is a matter of dispute, but even
as late as 30 July there was anxiety that preventive war might be
foreclosing some better option.

The case that World War I was a preemptive war is also commonly
advanced. According to conventional wisdom, time pressure caused
by incentives to mobilize or attack first cut crisis diplomacy short
before all the options were explored and reflected upon.41 While
time pressure probably existed, historians often misunderstand and
in some respects overstate it.

It is not true, for example, that the commanders believed that the
army that mobilized and struck first would be able to disrupt the
concentration of the opponent's army. Each side worried that the
opponent might do this to it, so zones of concentration were pro-
tected from disruption by barriers or distance. Even so, no one
wanted to be too late in mobilizing. Still, this was a reason only to
mobilize shortly after the opponent, not to mobilize first.
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The only exception to this rule was the Germans' need to attack
the French fortress of Liege before the Belgians had fully prepared
its defense. Liege sat astride a bottleneck in the path of the German
army across northern Belgium. If the Belgians succeeded in re-
inforcing their garrison, the passage of the critical German First
Army could be delayed and the Schlieffen plan foiled. Using Ger-
man intelligence documents, Ulrich Trumpener argues that Bel-
gian preparations around Liege were one of the main reasons for
the "hardening" of Moltke's attitude on July 30.42 When security
depends on the success of offensive plans, even the self-defense
measures of a weak power can be a provocation.

Another dubious argument is that German authorities believed
that Russia's premobilization efforts had secretly given it a lead of
several days. The only one who may have believed this unreservedly
was the Kaiser.43 Trumpener's research suggests that the general
staff probably understood that the key act was the call-up and
transportation of Russian reservists, which was unaffected by the
premobilization measures.44

The time pressure inherent in the Schlieffen plan gave the Ger-
mans some incentive to mobilize before the Russians. All other
things being equal, every extra day gave the Germans more time to
finish with France before redeploying eastward. It does not seem
that this incentive was decisive, however. Although time-lags and
the Russian flirtation with partial mobilization serve to muddy an
incomplete documentary record, it is most likely that the final
German decision to mobilize followed confirmation of the news that
Russia had switched to full mobilization.45

Ultimately, the case that World War I was preemptive rests on an
analysis of the Russian decision to mobilize. Direct evidence about
the motives and timing of the Russian general mobilization is ex-
tremely thin. The most likely source of time pressure on the Rus-
sians was the desire to gain a day or so on the Germans. The Russian
general staff had promised the French that they would advance on
East Prussia by the fourteenth day of mobilization. Everyone ex-
pected an early decision in the west, and the Russians—in their own
interest as well as that of the French—wanted to attract at least five
German corps to East Prussia, so that France might survive the
German onslaught. An attack on the fourteenth day would mean
advancing at partial strength and without supply trains, which
would take another two or more days to organize. A head start of
even a day or two would help to alleviate this extreme time
pressure.46

While this time advantage was probably a factor, by far the most
important element in the Russian decision was "the small probability
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of avoiding war with Germany."47 The Russians had believed since
25 July that war was virtually unavoidable, and the Germans' lack of
interest in negotiating about the substance of the Austro-Serbian
dispute only confirmed this view. Under the circumstances, it would
not be surprising if the Russians felt that they might as well grasp
even a slight time advantage.

In sum, World War I can plausibly be viewed as a preventive and
perhaps preemptive war in which decisions to capitalize on windows
of opportunity foreclosed the search for solutions short of war. In
this sense, the war can be seen as the consequence of a security or
imperialist's dilemma, not just a deadlock of inexorably opposed
interests.

Conclusions

World War I highlights two dangers in international politics. The
first is the perceptual security dilemma. By overestimating the
operational advantages of the offense, states may think incorrectly
that the search for security is a zero-sum game, which offers sub-
stantial incentives for preventive or preemptive attacks.

The second danger is the imperialist's dilemma, a security dilemma
that arises as a by-product of nonsecurity competition. Although all
states may prefer compromise to a major war, the strategies that
they pursue to gain advantages in the nonsecurity competition tend
to make a stable, secure compromise impossible. To compete effec-
tively, states develop offensive military capabilities, attempt to shift
the balance of power through arms increases, and threaten war to
test the adversary's resolve. These activities help to create the secur-
ity dilemma syndrome, in which offense is feasible; both sides
cannot be secure at the same time; attacking now is believed by one
or both of the parties to be better than defending later; and war is
considered virtually inevitable.

The perceptual security dilemma and the imperialist's dilemma
are relevant not only to the pre-1914 era but also to contemporary
problems. An understanding of these dilemmas may help U.S.
strategists to solve puzzles that cannot be disentangled by either the
deterrence or spiral models. Since concessions and intransigence
are both dangerous when dealing with adversaries like imperial
Germany and the contemporary Soviet Union, the deterrent-spiral
debate may not be the most useful frame of reference for policy
choices.

The mainstream interpretation of Soviet behavior is that of op-
portunistic expansion. The Soviet Union will not consciously run a
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high risk of war to expand its influence, but it will seize most
opportunities to expand cheaply and safely. It will gladly pocket
concessions and continue to look for more opportunities with un-
abated appetite. According to this view, its inclination to expand is
limited primarily by prudential calculations of cost and risk, not by
inherently limited aims. Thus the Soviet Union will never be sat-
iated. If this is true, then a strategy of concessions will at best buy a
little time before an unyielding deterrent strategy must be adopted.
At worst, as deterrence theorists warn, short-run concessions will
jeopardize the credibility of the ultimate switch to a deterrent
strategy.

A strategy of uncompromising deterrence also involves dangers,
however. Unless the imperialist state is extremely easy to dissuade, it
will seek to overcome the resistance of status quo states through the
build-up of a superior, offensive military capability and through
coercive diplomacy. Deterrence theory prescribes a simple
response: match all capability increases and yield no ground, so that
the will to resist cannot be doubted. The imperialist's dilemma
warns, however, that offensive arms races and competition in risk-
taking are likely to create incentives for preventive and preemptive
war, which might trap even prudent competitors. Deterrence axi-
oms overlook this danger. Imperialists, by their nature, are unlikely
to be highly attuned to the risks of "prisoner's dilemma" situations.
If they were, their pursuit of expansionist goals would be tepid
indeed, and there would be little difficulty in containing them.
Consequently, the status quo power must normally bear a double
burden: it must maintain its power and credibility at the same time
as it works against the development of unstable, security dilemma
conditions. In short, the status quo power must worry about every-
one's security, not just its own.

In practical terms, this means that the status quo state must keep
up its end of the power competition but do so by deploying de-
fensive forces, forces that dissuade without the threat of escalation
and create no first-strike advantage for either side. Moreover, it
must avoid commitments and alliances that can be defended only by
destabilizing means.

At first glance, this seems to demand that the status quo power
compete with one hand—its offensive hand—tied behind its back.
In fact, this disadvantage need not be crippling. It is more than
outweighed by the operational and diplomatic advantages of the
defender, which accrue primarily to the status quo state. Considered
in this light, stability-enhancing security policies are not only a
necessity, because of the dangers of the security dilemma, but also a
great equalizer, because defense is almost always easier than offense.
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THE DETERRENCE DEADLOCK:

IS THERE A WAY OUT?

Richard Ned Lebow

• Deterrence as an approach to regulating conflict has been widely
criticized from a number of different perspectives. My own research
into the origins of brinkmanship also calls the utility of deterrence
into question; it indicates that deterrence fails to address what may
be the common cause of aggression, the perceived need to pursue a
confrontational foreign policy because of weakness at home or
abroad.1 This chapter will very briefly review these findings and
build upon them to develop an alternative approach to conflict, a
strategy of "reassurance." It will also explore some of the im-
plications of this strategy for Soviet-U.S. relations.

The Origins of Brinkmanship

Between Peace and War studied the origins of thirteen brinkman-
ship crises—confrontations in which states challenge important
commitments of adversaries in the expectation that the adversaries
will back down—to determine why policy makers pursued policies
that risked war. It found that almost without exception these crises
could most readily be traced to grave foreign and domestic threats
that leaders believed could be overcome only through an aggressive
foreign policy.

The most important external threat was the expectation of a
dramatic shift in the balance of power. In seven of the thirteen cases,
brinkmanship was preceded by the widely shared perception among
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policy makers that a dramatic negative shift in the balance of power
was imminent. Brinkmanship in these cases was conceived of as a
forceful response to this acute and impending danger, a means of
preventing or even redressing the shift in the balance of power
before time ran out and such a response became unrealistic. The
first Moroccan crisis (1904-1905), a confrontation between Ger-
many on the one hand and France and Britain on the other, was
provoked by German fears that the Anglo-French Entente would
ultimately lead to Germany's military encirclement, is a case in point.
So too is the Cuban missile crisis; the most widely held explanation
of Khrushchev's decision to put missiles into Cuba attributes it to
Soviet realization that the United States was capable of launching a
first strike.

A second motivation for an aggressive foreign policy derived
from weakness of a state's political system. In four of the cases—
Korea (1903-1904), Bosnian annexation (1909), July 1914, and
Arab-Israel (1967)—domestic political instability or the frangibility
of the state itself appeared instrumental in convincing leaders of the
advantages of provoking a confrontation. They resorted to the
time-honored technique of attempting to offset discontent at home
by diplomatic success abroad.

The political weakness of leaders as distinct from instability of the
political system as a whole provided another incentive for brinkman-
ship. It can encourage leaders to seek a foreign policy victory in
order to buttress their domestic position. Political weakness can also
lead to confrontations because leaders feel too insecure to oppose
policies they know to be very risky or otherwise ill conceived. One or
the other of these manifestations of political weakness appears to
have played a role in the origins often of the brinkmanship challenges.

A fourth incentive for brinkmanship is associated with intra-elite
competition for power. This was a primary cause of three brinkman-
ship crises and probably a secondary cause of several others. A
bureaucratic subunit or political coalition can engineer a con-
frontation with a foreign power in the expectation that it will
enhance its domestic influence or undermine that of its adversaries.
Intra-elite competition can also induce actors to pursue policies
calculated to advance their domestic interests even though these
policies have the side effect of provoking a crisis with another state.
The Fashoda crisis between Britain and France in 1898 is an exam-
ple of the former and the Russo-Japanese crisis in Korea
(1903-1904) of the latter.

In practice, the expectation that an adversary would back down
when challenged often proved unwarranted. The cases revealed



182 • Psychology and Deterrence

that most brinkmanship challenges were initiated without any good
evidence that the adversary in question lacked the resolve to defend
its commitment. Available indications most often pointed to the
opposite conclusion since the commitments at stake appeared to
have met the four conditions normally associated with successful
deterrence: they were clearly defined; their existence was com-
municated to possible adversaries; the states making them possessed
the means to defend them; and they made reasonable efforts to
demonstrate their resolve to do so. In only five cases—first Morocco,
Bosnian, Rhineland (1936), Munich (1938), and Berlin
(1948-1949)—did initiators have compelling reasons to suspect that
their adversaries would back down when challenged. Even so, in two
of these cases the initiators had to back down. In every other, the
initiators had to back down or face war.

These findings indicate that the presence of a vulnerable com-
mitment is not a precondition of brinkmanship. What counts is the
perception by the initiator that a vulnerable commitment exists—a
judgment, I discovered, that was erroneous more often than not.
These cases also suggested the hypothesis that faulty judgment was
related to policy makers' needs to act. When policy makers became
convinced of the necessity to achieve specific foreign policy objec-
tives, they became predisposed to see these objectives as attainable.

The study documented this assertion in the July 1914, Korea
(1950), and Sino-Indian (1962) crises. In all three cases, political
leaders in the initiator states felt compelled to pursue aggressive
foreign policies in response to strategic and domestic political im-
peratives. They convinced themselves that they could achieve their
respective policy objectives without provoking war with their adver-
saries. Because they knew the extent to which they were powerless to
back down, they expected that their adversaries would have to.
Some of these leaders also took comfort in the false hope that they
would emerge victorious at relatively little cost to themselves if the
crisis got out of hand and led to war.

German, U.S., and Indian policy makers maintained their illusory
expectations despite the accumulation of considerable evidence to
the contrary both before and during the crisis. They resorted to
elaborate personal and institutional defenses to avoid having to
come to terms with this information. The most prevalent defense
mechanism was denial. The Kaiser and those around him used it to
discredit reports that Britain would intervene in a continental war.
Acheson and Nehru and their advisors resorted to it to discount the
possibility that U.S. or Indian policies would provoke a military
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response by China. On an institutional level, denial took the form of
structuring feedback channels to filter out dissonant information
and to reinforce the preconceived notions of political leaders. In
such a closed decision-making environment, events during the crisis
did little to disabuse policy makers of their unrealistic expectations.
These case histories suggest the pessimistic hypothesis that those
policy makers with the greatest need to learn from external reality
appear the least likely to do so.

These empirical findings raise serious questions about the utility
of deterrence. If policy makers rationalize the conditions for the
success of a foreign policy to the extent they feel compelled to
pursue it, efforts to impart credibility to commitments may have
only a marginal impact on an adversary's behavior. Even the most
elaborate efforts to demonstrate prowess and resolve may prove
insufficient to discourage a challenge when policy makers are at-
tracted to a policy of brinkmanship as a necessary means of pre-
serving vital strategic and domestic political interests. The Fashoda,
July 1914, Korean (1950), Sino-Indian, and Cuban crises all attest to
the seriousness of this problem.

These cases and others point to the importance of motivation as
the key to brinkmanship challenges. To the extent that leaders
perceive the need to act, they become insensitive to the interests and
commitments of others that stand in the way of the success of their
policy. The converse may also hold true. In the absence of com-
pelling domestic and strategic needs, most leaders may be reluctant
or unwilling to pursue confrontational foreign policies even when
they hold out a reasonable prospect of success. Hitler was the only
policy maker in the sample whose foreign policy challenges could
not be traced to such needs.

If my analysis of the origins of brinkmanship is correct, it not only
indicates that deterrence is a less than satisfactory strategy of conflict
avoidance but points to two reasons why this is so. The first reason
has been already noted; when policy makers feel compelled to act,
they may employ denial, selective attention, or other psychological
sleights of hand to dismiss indications of an adversary's resolve. In
such circumstances, the complex and ambiguous nature of the
international environment does not encourage restraint but rather
encourages irrational confidence. The second and more important
reason is that aggression may be less a function of opportunity and
more of perceived need. I found reasonable opportunity for aggres-
sion (that is, a vulnerable commitment) in only one-third of the cases
but discovered strong needs to pursue an aggressive foreign policy
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in almost every instance. This indicates that policy makers, at least in
brinkmanship crises, are more responsive to internal imperatives
than they are to external opportunities.

If need is an equal or even more important source of aggression
than opportunity, it calls for a corresponding shift in the focus of
efforts to prevent aggression. Too much attention in theory and
practice is probably devoted to the credibility of commitments and
not nearly enough to trying to understand what might prompt an
adversary to challenge a commitment. The more realistic goal of
conflict avoidance may not be in denying an adversary the oppor-
tunity to act but rather in minimizing its perceived need to do so. To
what extent is this a feasible policy objective? What strategies are
most appropriate to this end? What light do the cases shed on these
questions?

Manipulating Incentives for Aggression

Four of the five incentives for brinkmanship noted in the pre-
ceding description are domestic; they pertain to internal weaknesses
of a would-be aggressor. Unfortunately, while these incentives seem
to be important sources of aggressive foreign policies, they do not on
the whole seem subject to external amelioration.

Intra-elite competition is difficult to influence principally because it
is so often hidden from view. To try to understand, let alone
influence, policy outcomes in terms of their internal dynamics, it is
necessary to identify individuals and groups who actually play a key
role in shaping foreign policy, to decipher their interests, and to
chart the means by which they acquire and exert influence. Out-
siders are rarely privy to this sort of information even when dealing
with relatively open societies. In the case of authoritarian regimes,
informal policy making processes are more important and less
visible because such governments often go to considerable extremes
to keep their deliberations secret. In the absence of any real knowl-
edge about the internal dynamics of an adversary, it is impossible to
know where and when to apply leverage even when the means of
such influence are at hand.

The Korea crisis (1903-1904) and the Fashoda crisis (1898) illus-
trate the difficulties involved in dealing with a foreign policy chal-
lenge prompted primarily by an intra-elite struggle for power. In
the Korean case, the Japanese were unaware of the efforts of
Alexander Bezobrazov and his supporters within the Russian
government to expand Russian influence in Korea principally as a
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means of undermining the position of Sergei Witte, the foreign
minister. Tokyo negotiated with the Witte faction and reached an
understanding, the Rosen-Nissi Convention, that it expected to
reduce the friction between the two countries. When that agreement
was repudiated by Moscow, a reflection of Bezobrazov's political
ascendancy, Japanese leaders not unreasonably concluded that the
Russians had been insincere and double-dealing all along. Under-
standable ignorance of Russian court intrigue encouraged the
Japanese to draw a more extreme picture of the Russian threat than
might have otherwise been the case. This sense of threat underlay
Tokyo's decision to go to war in February 1904.2

Fashoda highlights the second difficulty in coping with intra-elite
competition: the problem of finding any means of influencing the
outcome of such a struggle. Unlike the Japanese, the British were
aware from the beginning of the extent to which the French chal-
lenge of Britain's position on the Nile was tied up in and even largely
motivated by domestic political concerns. They were also quite well
informed as to the details of the conflict and in particular about
which individuals and groups sought to profit from a confrontation
over the Sudan. This insight did not help London, because it lacked
the means to influence the outcome of the struggle before it pro-
pelled France into a crisis with Britain. British policy makers were in
effect frustrated spectators.3

The two crises have disheartening implications. When intra-elite
conflict concerns the parochial interests of the actors, it is likely to
remain poorly understood or even invisible to outsiders. But when it
is more open and comprehensible, it is likely to reflect a wider and
deeper struggle within the society beyond the power of outsiders to
affect in a significant or predictable way. This was certainly true in
France, where the struggle for control over foreign policy between
the colonial and the foreign ministries was symptomatic of their
differing views not only as to the nature of France's foreign interests
but also toward Dreyfus, the Church, the Republic, and the very
destiny of France.

The political weakness of leaders is a second domestic source of
foreign policy aggression. It probably played a role in ten of the
brinkmanship crises studied. Its importance as a catalyst of con-
frontation varied considerably from case to case, and only in the
Arab-Israeli crisis of 1967 could it be considered the principal cause
of conflict. Efforts to alleviate the pressures upon vulnerable leaders
to pursue aggressive foreign policies are accordingly likely to suc-
ceed only if they are coupled with an attempt to address other
important sources of conflict. This caveat aside, such efforts can
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easily encounter difficulties of their own. Concessions that enhance

an adversary leader's domestic standing may not be in one's own

national interest to grant. Even when this is not a problem, they may

make the leaders responsible for them vulnerable to criticism from

their own political opponents and public opinion. Efforts to strength-

en the political base of an adversary leader also risk being mis-

understood by the leader they are designed to assist, with conse-

quences that could be more damaging than the effects of having

done nothing at all.

Sub rosa South African support of President Kenneth Kaunda of

Zambia probably constitutes the best contemporary example of a

sustained and on the whole successful attempt to enhance the

domestic standing of an adversary leader. Despite Kaunda's active

support of efforts to end white domination in Southern Africa,

Pretoria has for years quietly supplied his government with cooking

oil and other essential items in very short supply in Zambia in order

to help him to retain power by keeping a lid on domestic unrest. The
South Africans apparently reason that their assistance to some extent

moderates Kaunda's policies and, even more importantly, keeps at

bay the more extreme Zambian politicians who would almost cer-

tainly replace him. From time to time, the Soviet Union attempted to
reward some Western European leaders for essentially similar
reasons. Most recently, Helmut Schmidt was so blessed, in the
opinion of some foreign policy analysts, as part of an unsuccessful
campaign to help him retain power in the Federal Republic of
Germany.

The weakness of a state's political system has also been identified as a
particularly important incentive to pursue an aggressive foreign
policy. Once again, there are definite limits on the ability of other

powers to ease the pressure on leaders to pursue confrontational

policies that such weakness often generates. All of the difficulties

attendant upon efforts to enhance the domestic standing of adver-

sary leaders apply to adversary regimes as well. If anything, the

kinds of problems that sap a regime's legitimacy are even more

intractable and less amenable to outside influence. Among the most

important of these, the cases suggest, are nationality conflicts, acute

class tensions, and economic malaise.
The Arab-Israeli conflict gives testimony to the foreign policy

problems internal instability can create. Throughout much of the

Arab Middle East, traditional authority was swept away in coups

organized by officers committed to nationalism and economic mod-
ernization. These new leaders and their successors aroused expec-

tations that for the most part they were unable to fulfill. The Arabs
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remain as divided as ever; Israel continues to exist; and prosperity
for most Arab states appears as distant a goal as it did twenty years
ago. For Nasser's Egypt, Syria, and Iraq, hostility to Israel became an
important source of internal legitimacy. The very existence of a
Jewish state in their midst was offered as an explanation for what-
ever ills these countries suffered from. Even conservative Arab
states like Jordan and Saudi Arabia were drawn into the conflict
because their leaders, fearful for their own survival, dared not
antagonize nationalist opinion at home, aroused and supported by
their more radical Arab neighbors.

Israel, for its part, could do nothing to defuse the hostility of its
enemies without sacrificing its own security. In the case of Nasser's
Egypt and Syria even this would probably not have succeeded in
easing tensions. For to paraphrase Metternich, if Israel did not exist,
the radical Arab states would have had to invent it—or find a
substitute, as Iraq recently has—as a convenient foil and scapegoat
for their internal disarray. Egypt under Sadat, the only one of
Israel's neighbors that has been able to extricate itself from this
destructive conflict, succeeded in doing so because of the initial
success of Egyptian arms in the October War. This regained Egyp-
tian honor and, with it, her leader's freedom of action. But as the
isolation and subsequent assassination of Sadat reveal, the freedom
of any Egyptian leader to ignore wider Arab opinion remains
circumscribed.

Domestic problems can be so severe as to arouse concern for the
frangibility of the state itself. This most frequently happens when
serious economic or political problems are superimposed upon
preexisting nationality or communal conflicts. Structural problems
such as these rarely lend themselves to peaceful internal resolution;
they are even less amenable to outside stabilization.

To return once again to the cases, it is unclear with regard to
Austria-Hungary what the other powers could have done to allevi-
ate her nationality problem and increase her sense of security. If
asked, Vienna would almost certainly have indicated support in
opposing southern Slav aspirations to statehood. Even if such a
policy had been politically feasible for the other powers—and for
Russia certainly it was not—it would only have succeeded in post-
poning the ultimate day of reckoning. If a solution to the empire's
nationality problem was to be found, it had to be an internal one.
However, this was precluded by German and Hungarian opposition
to any reforms that threatened their political and economic privi-
leges. Imperial Russia, that other empire in difficulty, faced a
similar dilemma. Plehve's apparent belief in the domestic political
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utility of "a short victorious war" was a dangerous fantasy. Like its
Habsburg rival, Russia had internal problems that could have been
dealt with in the long run only by meaningful structural reforms, a
course of action that was anathema to those in power.

If there was little the other powers could do to dampen Austria-
Hungary's perceived need to act aggressively, there was much they
could do to make it more pronounced. This was because Vienna's
effort to alleviate her nationality problem through territorial expan-
sion ultimately assumed a significance out of proportion to its
original intent. The empire's success or lack of it in imposing her
political will on the southern Balkans became the template others
used to judge her capability and, even more, her will. Once Vienna
had defined the destruction of Serbia as an essential condition of her
security, her apparent hesitation to act decisively toward this end led
the Germans at least to question her political spine. Growing Aus-
trian fears that Germany would dismiss her as bundnisunfdhig (un-
worthy of alliance) and that Russia would pursue a more aggressive
policy in the Balkans because she too doubted Austrian resolve, led
the empire's frightened leaders to seize upon the assassination of
Archduke Franz Ferdinand as a pretext for war with Serbia.

Viewed from St. Petersburg, passive acceptance of Austria's de-
struction of Serbia was out of the question because of the czarist
regime's own dependence on nationalist and pan-Slavic opinion,
almost its sole remaining base of political support. Opposition to
Austria was doubly important to Russian leaders because of their
earlier, still smarting humiliation at Austria's hand in the Bosnian
annexation crisis of 1909. This event, coming four years after
Russia's military defeat by Japan, had led many to question or even
discount her ability to play a significant role in shaping the course of
events in Europe. For these reasons, St. Petersburg perceived it just
as essential as did Vienna to pursue an uncompromising policy in
the Balkans. It was this clash of irreconcilable domestic imperatives
and their impact upon the perceived external status of the two
powers that more than anything else brought about World War I.

The observation to be drawn from the preceding case discussion is
that serious domestic problems can create two kinds of incentives to
pursue aggressive foreign policies. The first are a function of the
problems themselves. If these initiatives are frustrated, they can
generate, or be perceived to generate, doubts about that state's
capability or resolve in the minds of third parties. Concern for a
state's international reputation in the context of unresolved domes-
tic problems further intensifies its perceived need to act "tough."
The most dangerous situation of all is when two powers or blocs feel
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the need, for these reasons, to display resolve in the same arena.
This was true of Austria-Hungary and Russia prior to World War I.

The principal external incentive for brinkmanship is the perceived
need to forestall or compensate for a dramatic adverse shift in the political-

strategic balance of power. Perhaps the most important finding here is

the extent to which perceptions of threat are frequently exagger-

ated. The two crises we have previously cited as motivated by such
perceptions are both cases in point.

The Morocco crisis of 1904-1905 was brought on by German

fears of encirclement. German leaders erroneously perceived the

Entente as being specifically directed against them and greatly

exaggerated the extent of the Anglo-French military conception
mandated by the agreement. In point of fact, the Entente was at first
the most tenuous of agreements; it was viewed suspiciously or even

disapprovingly by many influential British and French alike who

had not forgotten the traditional enmity between their two coun-

tries. Only German bullying of France in the hope of destroying the

fragile Entente brought about the very collaboration German lead-

ers had feared. France and Britain drew closer together and initi-

ated plans for joint military action. "It is essential to bear in mind,"

Sir Eyre Crowe observed, "that this new feature of the Entente was

the direct effect produced by Germany's effort to break it up."4

Cuba too could be called an overreaction, albeit a more under-
standable one. The Kennedy administration had decided to put the

Russians on notice that it was aware of the full extent of their
strategic vulnerability. The reason for doing this was avowedly
defensive: to encourage Khrushchev to moderate his challenge of
the Western position in Berlin. Moscow may well have perceived the
message differently. When placed within the broader context of

Soviet-U.S. hostility and the Kennedy administration's pronounced
and costly effort to achieve strategic superiority, it could have
appeared to Soviet leaders as the opening salvo of a U.S. strategic-

political offensive. If so, putting missiles into Cuba in an attempt to

reduce the U.S. strategic advantage, even if it entailed considerable

risk, could have been seen as preferable to passivity in the face of a

grave threat. Jerome Kahan and Anne Long go so far as to suggest

that the crisis was actually caused by U.S. insensitivity to the Soviet's
strategic dilemma. "The Kennedy Administration's early emphasis

on superiority can be said to have helped cause the Cuban crisis by

tilting the nuclear balance so far against the Soviets that they were

forced to emplace missiles in Cuba in order to rectify the strategic

relationship. Had the U.S. become more sensitive to the Soviet
need—both political and military—for equality, it might not have
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pressed its advantage as far as it did, and avoided the risks of the
Cuban confrontation."5

Agadir (1911) is a third example of a crisis that was triggered by an
exaggerated notion of threat. By 1911, Britain and Germany had
become so deeply suspicious of each other that their leaders read
hostile intent into almost every foreign initiative of the other. In the
case of Agadir, the British reaction to a German demarche to France,
all out of proportion to the degree of threat intended, transformed a
colonial dispute into a grave international confrontation. From the
German perspective, the British reaction to their demarche seemed
not a reaction at all but a deliberate attempt to exploit the incident as
a pretext for a full-fledged diplomatic assault on Germany. Both
powers emerged from the confrontation all the more convinced of
the other's hostile intentions.6

These several examples suggest two disturbing conclusions about
adversarial relations. The first is the apparent difficulty adversaries
have in predicting the effect of their actions upon each other.
Robert Jervis has pointed to one reason for this: a general tendency
among policy makers to exaggerate the likelihood that others will
interpret one's behavior as it is intended.7 When policy makers
believe their country's motives to be benign they expect others to
interpret them accordingly. If other states protest, policy makers are
more likely to impugn their motives for doing so than seek reasons
why others might interpret their actions differently. John Kennedy
and his advisors, secure in their knowledge that they sought to
ameliorate, not aggravate, Soviet-U.S. relations, appear to have had
no inkling that Moscow would interpret their signal as a grave threat
to Soviet security. German policy makers in 1911 were similarly
surprised by London's reaction to their bid for colonial com-
pensation from France. A third example is U.S. insensitivity in 1950
to the consequences for Peking of Korean unification under U.S.
auspices.8

Even when policy makers are sensitive to the ways in which their
actions are perceived by others, they may be unable to alter or
correct those impressions if they are misleading. The British effort
to reassure Germany about the Entente is a case in point. After the
agreement was concluded, London undertook to explain its content
and purpose to German leaders. With this end in mind, Edward VII
was sent to Kiel Week, the yearly German naval regatta in June 1904
and personally briefed both Biilow and the Kaiser about it. The
king's assurances did not succeed in dispelling German suspicions
and may actually have intensified them. Edward reported: "The
agreements that we have negotiated apart from him without his
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permission and without his help, have stupefied him; they have
produced in him a sense of isolation, hence his agitation and ill-
humor."9

Edward's failure seems due to the fact that his assurances ran
counter to the cognitive predispositions of German leaders. Biilow,
the Kaiser, and their advisors were terrified by the prospect of
Germany's encirclement. They took for granted France's enmity
and viewed Britain as a jealous rival out to thwart German's natural
ascendancy as a world power. The Entente, if interpreted as the
harbinger of an anti-German alliance, confirmed German expec-
tations of French and British behavior. Edward's assurances, on the
other hand, flew in the face of them. The only interpretation of
Edward's behavior consistent with German expectations was that it
was part of a clever ruse designed to blind Germany to the dangers
in store for her. Such an interpretation had the effect of magnifying
German perceptions of the threat conveyed by the Entente.

More recent examples of this phenomenon could be drawn from
Soviet-U.S. or Arab-Israeli relations. The general conclusion they
point toward is that efforts by one adversary to reassure another
about its intentions are least likely to succeed in the situations where
they are needed most. Success may well depend upon a prior
improvement in relations, some kind of detente, or lessening in
tensions, that establishes the cognitive preconditions for leaders to
perceive such initiatives as possibly being well intentioned. Of
course, acute crises are far less likely to develop in such a climate. In
the absence of at least some receptivity to signals of reassurance or
cooperation, it may require truly dramatic gestures to break
through the other side's cognitive wall of distrust. Here, an analogy
to the Middle East conflict might be helpful.

For four decades, relations between Egypt and Israel were charac-
terized by acute hostility that erupted into four major wars. The
antagonism between these two countries was in every way as ex-
treme and deeply rooted as—probably more so than—that which
exists between the Soviet Union and the United States. Yet, a peace
treaty, something most contemporary observers dismissed as incon-
ceivable at the time, was made possible by Anwar el-Sadat's unex-
pected and stunning offer to go to Israel and address the par-
liament. The same man who several years earlier had unleashed an
initially devastating assault upon Israel now held out the olive
branch and asked Israelis to trust him. His gesture achieved credi-
bility principally because the very act of making it made the Egyp-
tian president vulnerable. He opened himself up to strident criti-
cism and possibly isolation at home and in the Arab world, and even
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more so if he returned home from Jerusalem empty-handed. Build-
ing upon this breakthrough, Sadat and Begin, knowing that both
their peoples favored peace, were able to reach an agreement to
normalize relations and return the Sinai to Egypt. What Sadat could
not achieve by a surprise attack he gained through a surprise peace
offensive.

In the absence of some mutual receptivity to signals of re-
assurance or cooperation, a truly dramatic gesture like Sadat's may
be necessary to break down adversarial distrust. When viewed in the
context of Soviet-U.S. relations, there are probably many possible
strategic equivalents to Sadat's offer to come to Israel to address the
Knesset. Perhaps a significant step toward unilateral nuclear dis-
armament by one of the superpowers would have the same effect,
provided it was not accompanied by an obvious and strident propa-
ganda campaign designed to embarrass the other superpower.

The cases discussed in this chapter suggest some disheartening
conclusions about the ability of outside actors to alleviate in any
significant way the kinds of internal and external pressures upon
states to pursue confrontational foreign policies. This finding points
to a disturbing paradox. Deterrence, which, relatively speaking, is
easy to implement, may nevertheless not be a very effective strategy
of conflict management, because it does not address the most
important sources of aggression. On the other hand, efforts to
alleviate the kinds of insecurities that actually encourage or even
compel leaders to pursue aggressive foreign policies do not seem
very likely to succeed.

No striking example of successful reassurance comes readily to
mind. One of the reasons this is so may be simply that such an
approach to conflict management has rarely been employed. An-
other reason may be methodological; it is extremely difficult to
recognize the success as opposed to the failure of such a policy.
Failure is manifest in crisis or war, events that readily impinge upon
historical consciousness. Success, which results in greater tranquillity
than would otherwise be the case, can easily go unnoticed, for it may
produce no observable change in the level of tension. Even if
relations improve, it is impossible to determine just how much this
could be attributed to reassurance as distinct from other causes.

These observations aside, the difficulty of pursuing a policy of
reassurance must be recognized. The implementation of reassur-
ance in a consistent and meaningful way requires a degree of
freedom from domestic, political, and bureaucratic constraints that
is extremely difficult to achieve and maintain. Even if these condi-
tions are met, it is by no means certain that a policy of reassurance will
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succeed, for all of the reasons that have been elaborated. This does
not mean that such a policy ought not be tried. As there is no easy
road to conflict resolution, any strategy that offers some hope of
ameliorating conflict is worthy of serious consideration.

There is another, more telling point in favor of reassurance. A
sophisticated approach to conflict management would make use of
both strategies. It would seek to discourage confrontation by at-
tempting to reduce both the need and the opportunity to carry it out.
It would aim never to allow one's own state to be perceived as so
weak or irresolute as to invite a challenge but at the same time to
avoid encouraging an adversary to feel so weak or threatened that it
has the need to do so.

There are some obvious but by no means insuperable obstacles in
the way of pursuing such an approach to conflict. To begin with, it is
necessary to confront the trade-offs between deterrence and re-
assurance. The two strategies are not mutually exclusive, but many
of the actions designed to enhance deterrence may also have the
effect of intensifying an adversary's perceptions of threat and
with it its need to display greater resolve. A precondition to applying
a combined strategy of deterrence and reassurance is therefore the
identification of the range of trade-offs that must be made between
them and the elaboration of some criteria for doing this. This is an
intellectually demanding task and one that runs counter to the
tendency and perhaps also to the need of political leaders to sim-
plify, not complicate, their conceptualization of problems.

The difficulty of first recognizing and then making trade-offs
points to the importance of political leadership. Any sophisticated
strategy of conflict management demands equally sophisticated
leaders to carry it out. It also requires leaders who possess adequate
political backing for their policy and the skill and fortitude to impose
their will on the foreign policy and defense bureaucracies whose
parochial interests almost inevitably stand in the way of the ex-
ecution of any rational and coordinated policy. Such a policy-
making environment is only infrequently achieved and is more
often the result of fortuitous circumstances than it is of conscious
planning.

Managing Soviet-U.S. Relations

U.S. policy toward the Soviet Union ultimately depends on as-
sumptions made about Soviet motives. If Moscow really seeks world
domination and is willing to use force to achieve it, as the traditional
Cold War view contends, then deterrence is an appropriate, indeed
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essential, strategy for the West. If, on the other hand, Moscow is
motivated principally by a concern for its own security and has
sought to strengthen its position, militarily and politically, to protect
itself against the West, as many revisionists argue, then a policy of
reassurance is a more appropriate response. Few students of inter-
national affairs find either description of Soviet motives satisfactory,
for each represents a one-sided characterization of Soviet policy.
Most describe Soviet foreign policy as both offensive and defensive,
although there is no consensus among Kremlinologists as to the
nature of this mix. To the extent that Soviet policy is in fact mo-
tivated by a mix of offensive and defensive goals, then some com-
bination of deterrence and reassurance is required to cope with it.

A detailed elaboration of a strategy that successfully melds deter-
rence and reassurance must be the subject of another study. Here, I
will merely identify some of the more important trade-offs between
the two approaches to conflict that must be confronted by policy
makers.

The first trade-off to be considered concerns the appropriate
response to an adversary's domestic problems. For the West, this
dilemma has already arisen in connection with the Soviet economy.
Nixon and Kissinger sought to moderate Soviet policy by increasing
Moscow's dependence upon the West, a goal they hoped to achieve
at least in part through expanded trade and technology transfer.
The Reagan administration, by contrast, has sought to exacerbate
Soviet economic vulnerability by denying Moscow access to Western
technology and by forcing it to spend even more for armaments in
order to keep pace with the United States. On the face of it, neither
policy seems to have been very effective. The Reagan approach has
also had the drawback of antagonizing not only the Soviets but also
the Western Europeans, committed as they are to maintaining
broad economic and political contacts with the East.

The most serious domestic problem the Soviet Union is likely to
face in the long term is the growing disaffection of non-Russian
nationalities. The Soviet Union is the last of the great empires. The
Russians, who constitute a bare majority of the population, monopo-
lize political and economic power and have assiduously pursued,
without noticeable success, a policy of Russification toward the other
nationalities.

Moscow already confronts national problems in Eastern Europe,
where the combination of economic stagnation and nationalism has
led to a revolution in Poland. For the time being this threat has been
contained by the imposition of a military dictatorship, but Poland's
new leaders appear as incapable as their predecessors of coping with
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the root causes of unrest. The conditions that led to the emergence
of Solidarity in Poland can be found in varying degrees elsewhere in
Europe and must constitute a serious cause of concern for Moscow.10

Soviet military intervention in East Germany, Hungary, Czecho-
slovakia, and by proxy in Poland, makes it apparent that Moscow
views its primacy in Eastern Europe as an essential precondition of
its security. One reason for this is the permeability of the Soviet
Union to events in Eastern Europe, an ironic outcome of almost four
decades of Soviet efforts to orient the political, economic, and
cultural lives of these countries toward the east. At the time of the
Czechoslovakian invasion, Brezhnev himself is reported to have told
Wladyslaw Gomulka that all Warsaw Pact nations must contribute
forces for the operation because, in the absence of East bloc solidar-
ity, the unrest might spill over into the Ukraine.11

Moscow appears to subscribe to a domino theory of its own. The
fall of a communist government anywhere in Eastern Europe would
threaten Soviet domination everywhere in Eastern Europe. Loss of
influence in Eastern Europe would encourage separatist sentiment
within the Soviet Union and possibly end up threatening the vi-
ability of that multiethnic state. This challenge, still remote, might
become more a reality in the years ahead if the economy continues to
stagnate and if the post-Brezhnev leadership responds to this and
other problems with pronounced bureaucratic rigidity.12

The frangibility of the Soviet empire would present a serious
problem not only to Moscow but also to Washington, which would
have to confront a series of difficult and altogether awkward choices.
Put crudely, is it in the interest of the United States to encourage
"cracks" in the Soviet monolith with the aim of sapping Soviet
strength, or should Washington assist in shoring up the Soviet
empire in the hope of avoiding the risk of confrontation that the
threat of fragmentation is likely to create? Ought we to try to
undermine the Soviet capability to challenge the West or their
perceived need to do so?

Arguments, political, economic, and moral, can be made in sup-
port of both positions and already have been in connection with the
Western response to Poland's default on her hard currency debt.
The controversy over Poland and, before it, that which surrounded
the question of a grain embargo, took place in vacuo, unconnected
for the most part with any conception of how the decisions made
were likely to affect the long-term security interests of the United
States and Western Europe. These controversies also revealed the
range of domestic political, economic, and bureaucratic tugs and
constraints that affect policy decisions of this kind and will continue
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to do so in the future. This latter problem is unavoidable, but its
effects might be minimized by the commitment of this or a sub-
sequent administration to a more coherent and carefully articulated
approach to the problem. The first step toward this goal is a
thorough analysis of the benefits and costs of both strategies and the
trade-offs that must be made between them. Studies of this kind are
a pressing political as well as intellectual need.

The second source of weakness that may influence foreign policy
in the coming decade is external. Both superpowers are particularly
sensitive to the other's strengths and their own weaknesses. For this
reason they are both likely to perceive themselves to be increasingly
on the defensive in the years ahead. From the vantage point of
Moscow, these weaknesses derive from a frustrating war in Afghani-
stan, a continuing conflict with China, and the declining political
reliability of the Warsaw Pact. None of these problems can possibly
be offset by the prospect of greater influence in the Third World.

From the perspective of Washington the world outlook is likely to
be equally bleak and threatening. The United States' position of
leadership in the West will almost certainly continue to decline for
both economic and political reasons. This will result in a further
deterioration of NATO's cohesion. In the Third World, U.S. in-
fluence will also wane, especially in Latin America where Wash-
ington may confront even more serious politico-military challenges
than the ones it currently faces in El Salvador and Guatemala. A
revolution in South Korea or the Philippines that took on strong
anti-American overtones or another shock in the Middle East, say
the overthrow of the Saudi monarchy and the resulting demise of
the Western position in the Persian Gulf, would further aggravate
the United States' sense of vulnerability.

By the mid-1980s, the world may witness the bizarre and fright-
ening phenomenon of two awesomely powerful but painfully vul-
nerable superpowers each acutely sensitive about its own sources of
weakness and deeply fearful of the other's efforts to exploit them. If
this portrayal of the superpowers seems far-fetched, the reader is
reminded of the historical precedent of Wilhelminian Germany,
awesomely powerful for its day but so insecure in its power that it
acted in ways that made it the principal menace to the peace of
Europe.

The paranoia of the powerful can constitute—and has consti-
tuted—a profound source of international instability. Policy makers
in such circumstances tend to exhibit an exaggerated concern for
their credibility, convinced that any sign of weakness will only
encourage further challenges from their adversaries. In the case of
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Germany it led to a series of aggressive foreign policy ventures that
brought about the very situation of encirclement she feared and
ultimately led to war.

If anything is more disturbing than a great power acting in this
manner it is the prospect of two superpower adversaries doing so.
Both already display tendencies in this direction. The United States
has a remarkable, some call it pathological, concern for its credi-
bility. Democratic and Republican policy makers alike have also
exaggerated the extent to which Soviet or Soviet-Cuban machi-
nations lay behind every threatening Third World upheaval. The
Shaba invasion, Nicaragua and, most recently, El Salvador are cases
in point. All of this has prompted U.S. leaders to cast about for
cheap and dramatic ways of displaying resolve. They have suc-
cumbed to what could be called the Mayaguez mentality, after the
first attempt to do this in the immediate aftermath of the Indochina
disaster. Not surprisingly, such displays of force, of which there
have been several, have most often had the opposite result of what
was intended.

Soviet policy makers also appear to exaggerate greatly the malev-
olent influence their adversary is capable of exercising. Soviet
spokesmen have repeatedly charged the United States with respon-
sibility for the turmoil it confronts in both Afghanistan and Poland.
Many of these charges are propaganda, but there is no reason to
doubt that some of them actually reflect the real views of Soviet
officials, as sincerely held if equally far-fetched as some of the
anti-Soviet charges made by their U.S. counterparts. This may be
particularly true with regard to the Polish situation, which must pose
a serious cognitive dilemma for Soviet leaders. To recognize it for
what it is, a real workers' revolution against a bureaucratic dic-
tatorship, imposed and maintained by Moscow, would entail calling
into question the most fundamental myths of Soviet-style Marxism.
The men of the Kremlin have therefore every psychological and
political incentive to explain away Polish developments by any
means they can. The long arm of U.S. imperialism can play a useful
role in this regard just as the Soviet communist conspiracy was
invoked by Americans a generation earlier to explain their "loss" of
China. Unfortunately, such illusions, while comforting, also tend to
have damaging long-term foreign policy consequences.

The acute sensitivities of the superpowers, especially with respect
to the arenas in which they feel the most vulnerable, must sig-
nificantly affect any evaluation of the trade-offs between deterrence
and reassurance. To me this state of affairs suggests an even greater
need for a policy of reassurance. It also calls for some degree of
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foreign policy restraint on the assumption that the strategic gain of
one-upping one's superpower rival in any important arena is likely
to be more than offset by the cost of the heightened perception of
threat it generates among its leaders.

The opposing argument must also be considered. Efforts to
reassure adversaries, particularly those whose hostility is long-
standing and intense, hold out only a limited prospect for success.
They are also ill advised if they risk being misinterpreted as signs of
weakness, as spokesmen for the Reagan administration allege. Ad-
ministration strategists accordingly advocate an intensified military
build-up as both a matter of prudence and a means of strengthening
deterrence.

Both strategies entail considerable risk. Reassurance, if directed
toward an adversary whose policy is truly motivated by aggressive
goals, is akin to appeasement and will succeed only in whetting its
appetite for further encroachments. Deterrence, on the other hand,
when it takes the form of a massive military build-up and search for
military alliances abroad, will evoke similar behavior from an adver-
sary and lead to a rapid escalation of international tensions. It may
end up by making mutual fears of war self-fulfilling. The resulting
tragedy would be greater still if the adversary in question, like its
would-be deterrer, was motivated not by aspirations for world
conquest but rather by concern for its own security.

The third area in which trade-offs must be made between deter-
rence and reassurance is that of strategic weaponry. Unfortunately,
the current strategic debate has tended to gloss over this re-
quirement. Advocates of the two principal schools of U.S. strategic
thought often even deny the necessity of making any trade-offs.
Most "finite deterrence" theorists insist that war prevention is the
only proper concern of nuclear strategy. They advocate something
similar to a strategy of reassurance in that they favor strategic
systems that enhance the second-strike capability of the United
States without at the same time threatening the capability of the
Soviet Union to mount a retaliatory strike. Finite deterrence the-
orists generally reject the notion that nuclear war between the
superpowers could have a victor; instead, they think it likely to result
in the destruction of both protagonists. "War-fighting" theorists
evade the issue of trade-offs by a neat cognitive sleight of hand; they
assert that the capability to fight a nuclear war is also the best way to
deter one.

Neither argument is convincing. Deterrence may well fail despite
general Soviet and U.S. recognition of the destructiveness of nu-
clear war. The refusal of many finite deterrence advocates to recog-
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nize this unpleasant possibility will not diminish and may actually
enhance the chance of a nuclear war. For their part, most war-
fighting theorists err by denying the equally disturbing truth that
efforts to improve the U.S. capability to fight a nuclear war are in
many ways detrimental to deterrence. The development of a time-
urgent counterforce capability, an essential requirement of any
war-fighting strategy, is a case in point. As has often been pointed
out, by threatening the survivability of the Soviet Union's second-
strike capability, over 70 percent of which resides in its stationary
land-based missile force, such capability enhances Moscow's incen-
tive to preempt in a crisis if war appears likely.

Perhaps the most disturbing tendency of the current strategic
debate is the extent to which doctrine and force structure are so
often analyzed independently of the political context in which they
exist. When the broader political setting is considered, it puts the
respective risks of the two strategies in a sharper light. U.S. doctrine
and force structure have shifted toward a war-fighting posture at
the same time as political relations between the superpowers have
deteriorated. This can only have the effect of making such a shift
more threatening in Soviet eyes. For the same reason, Soviet efforts
to upgrade their strategic arsenal, and with it their ability to conduct
a nuclear war, appear much more provocative to the United States
than they would otherwise. The intensification of superpower hos-
tility therefore makes the trade-offs between war prevention and
war fighting all the more stark and the corresponding need for
Washington and Moscow to face them all the more imperative.
Tragically, the intensification of the Cold War is likely to push both
powers further in the direction of developing their war-fighting
capabilities.

Conclusion

The principal policy finding of the research described in this
chapter is that policy makers may be able to do very little to alleviate
the kinds of pressures that encourage their adversaries to act ag-
gressively. At the same time, they may have it in their power to do
quite a bit to intensify these pressures. This points to the need for
both superpowers to exercise caution in their words and deeds.

Words are actions in their own right and significantly affect a
state's perception of the nature and intensity of the threat it faces.
Careless or ill-considered remarks, even those directed at an alto-
gether different audience, can easily and dramatically exacerbate
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international tensions. Nikita Khrushchev's famous boast—"We will
bury you"—caused an instant sensation in the West, where it was
interpreted by many as an admission of Soviet willingness to resort
to nuclear war to spread communism. Khrushchev himself insisted
that this was not at all what he had said—translated properly it
would have come out: "We will attend your funeral." His ex-
planation did little to dispel the tension that his unfortunate remark
had created.

Sino-U.S. hostility was similarly aggravated in the 1960s by Pe-
king's brash and stridently reiterated assertions that the United
States was a "paper tiger," that China would emerge victorious from
a nuclear war with the West, and that Third World peoples con-
stituted an "international proletariat" that, led by Peking, would rise
up against U.S. imperialism. Lin Piao's article calling for such a
world revolution against the United States, first published in 1965,
was widely circulated in the West.13 We know today that most of
these diatribes were actually directed at Moscow and other commu-
nist parties and can be understood only in the context of the
Sino-Soviet split. At the time, however, they were taken as proof by
many Americans that Peking was committed to advancing the cause
of communism though brush-fire and guerrilla wars.

Soviet and Chinese rhetoric in the early 1960s significantly af-
fected U.S. perceptions of events in Indochina. It encouraged U.S.
intervention in Vietnam, as it was seen by Washington as the very
kind of challenge Moscow and Peking had long been boasting about
inciting. President Kennedy, in particular, took Soviet and Chinese
pronouncements offering support of "wars of national liberation"
very seriously. In the aftermath of one of Khrushchev's more
bellicose speeches in this regard, Kennedy told the American News-
paper Association: "[We] are opposed around the world by a mono-
lithic and ruthless conspiracy that relies primarily on covert means
for expanding its sphere of influence." The struggle, Kennedy went
on to say, had been switched from Europe to Asia, Africa, and Latin
America, from nuclear and conventional weapons to irregular war-
fare, insurrection, and subversion. If those methods were successful
in countries like Laos and South Vietnam, Kennedy told reporters,
then "the gates will be opened wide."14 For much the same reason,
the Johnson administration continued Kennedy's commitment in
Indochina, with results that are well known.

These examples illustrate how propaganda, even propaganda
that may have been aimed at a domestic or an altogether different
foreign audience, can easily achieve unanticipated salience in the
eyes of an adversary and be taken as confirmation of its worst fears
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or expectations. The spate of ill-considered statements on the feasi-
bility of limited nuclear war emanating from the Reagan White
House seems to have done just this and may be analogous in effect to
Khrushchev's bellicose utterings in the early 1960s.

In this connection, it is noteworthy that Soviet officials have
repeatedly remarked, publicly and privately, that their concern
about U.S. intentions has been aroused not only by the recent
emphasis on limited nuclear war in U.S. doctrine, which after all was
noticeable in the Ford and Carter administrations as well, but by the
fact that it has been accompanied by provocative statements from
the Reagan White House. The combination of Reagan's words and
actions, like Khrushchev's before him, imparts an acute sense of
threat to foreign audiences. Georgi Arbatov, director of the Insti-
tute of the United States and Canada, recently declared: "Right
now, because of the Reagan administration's rhetoric—and maybe
more than just rhetoric—some of our military people and even some
members of the Central Committee believe America is preparing
for nuclear war."15

Perhaps the most extreme Soviet reaction to these developments
was the public demand by Marshal Nikolai Ogarkov, then Soviet
chief of staff, for a series of measures to meet the U.S. military threat
that would have the effect of putting the Soviet Union on a war
footing. In a book published by the Ministry of Defense, Ogarkov
acknowledged that the United States has always planned to destroy
the Soviet Union in the case of nuclear war but argues that "this
course has become particularly dangerous in connection with the
Reagan administration's confrontational strategy and its direct and
all-embracing preparations for war."16

Certainly, the temptation exists to dismiss some of Moscow's
indignant reaction to Reagan rhetoric as self-serving propaganda of
its own. However, the threatening portrait many U.S. strategic
analysts draw of the Soviet Union is to a great extent attributable to
that country's effort to develop a war-fighting capability and its
periodic assertions that it would emerge the victor in a nuclear war.
There is every reason to believe the Soviet thinking has been simi-
larly influenced by recent developments in U.S. doctrine and force
structure. The writings of Henry Trofimenko and Georgi Arabatov
might be cited in evidence; they provide an object lesson of how
readily the most alarming implications can be drawn about an
adversary's intentions from his capability and propaganda.17

Given the current political climate, the administration should take
care not to exacerbate any further the existing tensions by its
pronouncements. No doubt, some of the more extreme utterances
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of Reagan and Weinberger are motivated by a perceived need to
look "tough" in the eyes of the Russians and conservative European
opinion in order to compensate for Soviet strategic and Euro-
strategic potency. The Administration would do well to remember
that tough talk in the absence of power has a hollow ring to it. When
backed by ample power, as no doubt the Russians perceive it is, it is
simply threatening. Either way it is self-defeating.



CONCLUSIONS

Richard Ned Lebow

• The unifying theme of this volume is disenchantment with
deterrence both as a theory of state behavior and as a strategy of
conflict management.1 There is a consensus among the authors that
deterrence is inadequate as an explanatory theory of international
relations because the growing body of empirical evidence—some of
it presented here for the first time—indicates that neither leaders
contemplating challenges nor leaders seeking to prevent them
necessarily act as the theory predicts.2 Several of the authors are
equally critical of deterrence as a prescriptive strategy; they contend
that it can provoke the very behavior it seeks to prevent. If valid,
these charges call into question the conceptual foundations of much
of post-World War II U.S. foreign policy.

The major strengths and weaknesses of deterrence can both be
said to derive from the theory's most fundamental characteristic: it
is a system of abstract logic all of whose principal postulates have
been derived deductively. This contributed to the theory's appeal
because it facilitated the development of coherent, elegant, and
seemingly powerful explanations for important aspects of interstate
behavior. For statesmen and scholars alike, deterrence theory held
out the promise of a pathway through the forbiddingly complex and
increasingly dangerous maze of international relations, a pathway
that began with one's own national interest and led in the end to
enhanced security. This was particularly attractive in a world of
nuclear weapons because it encouraged statesmen to believe that
efforts on their part to reduce uncertainties surrounding a state's
willingness to defend its commitments could prevent miscalculation
by an adversary and forestall the kinds of challenges that had so

203

9



204 • Psychology and Deterrence

often led to war in the past. For this reason, deterrence remains the
principle intellectual and policy bulwark against nuclear holocaust.

Despite the obvious appeal of deterrence theory, its sometimes
sophisticated but always abstract rationality fails to provide an
adequate description of how states actually behave. Case studies
indicate that states are both more cautious and more prone to risk
taking than the theory predicts.3 They also suggest that judgments
of the credibility of another state's commitment may have little to do
with its bargaining reputation. In addition, there is some evidence
that the timing of foreign policy challenges may be independent of
the relative military balance between the parties involved. The
several chapters in this volume and related work by their authors
document these assertions. The most telling criticism of deterrence
they make is that it fails to address the most serious causes of resort
to force by states. They also identify a number of important barriers
to effective communication among states that also constitute serious
impediments to deterrence.

Barriers to Signaling

A pictorial map of the world drawn by a deterrence theorist would
highlight commitments. These might be portrayed by heavily drawn
lines in front of which were posted "No Trespassing" signs erected
by states to put others on notice that they were prepared to defend
these interests by force if necessary. The most important commit-
ments might even be shown surrounded by chain link fences and
posted with prominently displayed "Beware of Dog" notices, all part
of elaborate efforts by states to convince others of the seriousness of
their intent to defend their commitments.

The deterrence theorist would assume that a state would trespass
against another's commitment only if its leaders were looking for a
fight or for some reason doubted the willingness of the state in
question to defend its commitment. A would-be trespasser state
might be tempted to intrude if it saw, for example, that the other's
fence was rusted or incomplete or that, despite the sign advertising a
fierce guard dog, there was in reality no such beast but only a lazy old
retriever that rolled over on its back and wagged its tail whenever
someone approached.

Because deterrence places so much emphasis on the credibility of
commitments, it assumes that statesmen engage in an ongoing effort
to maintain the credibility of their own commitments and to monitor
and periodically update and review their assessments of the commit-
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ments of others. This process might be represented on our map by a
series of watchtowers erected by states at the confines of their own
territory. These would be manned by diplomats and generals who
peered through binoculars to observe activities in and around the
commitments of their neighbors, friend and foe alike. Adversaries
would be particularly attentive in this regard, as they would be ever
on the lookout for an opportunity to take advantage of each other's
weaknesses.

The success of deterrence as a strategy of conflict avoidance
depends not only upon the capability and resolve of the defender of
a commitment but just as much upon its ability to communicate that
capability and resolve to adversaries. Deterrence theorists attribute
whatever difficulties arise in this regard to structural causes, among
them the military weakness, internal political division, or poor
reputation for resolve of the state in question. When deterrence is
predicated upon nuclear reprisal, they also stress the difficulty of
making this threat credible when it would entail war with another
nuclear power.

Deterrence theorists tend to ignore difficulties that might be
associated with the actual signaling process.4 They generally assume
that adversaries, who usually speak different languages, never-
theless share common symbols that facilitate effective communica-
tion. Everyone is thought to understand, so to speak, the meaning of
fierce guard dogs, barbed wire and "No Trespassing" signs. In
practice, however, this may not be so. Statesmen, moreover, fre-
quently adopt complex and finely calibrated strategies of coercion
that make quite unrealistic demands on their adversaries' interpre-
tative abilities. In chapter 1 Jervis observes that the adoption of such
strategies is consistent with deterrence theory and thus perhaps a
partial confirmation of it. However, the frequent failure of these
strategies, most often attributable to the other side's inability to
understand the signals, certainly is not. Nor does deterrence theory
offer any explanation for the striking fact that statesmen continue to
rely upon subtle signals despite their poor record of success.

Carefully calibrated signals most often fail to make the desired
impression because they are based on distinctions that seem obvious
to the sender but to which the receiver is oblivious. A striking
example of this was the U.S. decision in 1965 to send ashore a "light"
marine division instead of a "heavy" army division in order to signal
to Hanoi Washington's limited objectives. The intended significance
of the type of unit deployed was undoubtedly lost to the North
Vietnamese, for whom the salient fact was that of the deployment
itself.5 Bombing pauses were used later in the war as another means
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of signaling to Hanoi. There short duration, fine graduations in
targets, and the complex messages they were meant to convey
presupposed the existence of a common bargaining framework.
This simply was not the case.

The examples highlight a generic problem of signaling: that it
often occurs in the context of far more dramatic events with which
such a signal must compete for attention. However, the absence of
dramatic surrounding events by no means guarantees better recep-
tion of subtle signals. Policy makers may be correspondingly less at-
tentive to events or to relatively straightforward signals emanating
from what they have previously decided to be a quiet or un-
threatening arena. Berlin in 1948 is a case in point. W. Phillip
Davison found that because the attention of the Truman admin-
istration was focused elsewhere, on matters that appeared to be
more urgent at the time, the president, the secretary of state, and
their immediate advisers were remarkably insensitive to the series of
Soviet probes that preceded the imposition of a full blockade
around the Western sectors of Berlin.6 The Soviets, for their part,
may have misinterpreted the U.S. failure to respond as a signal that
they could get away with even more serious challenges of the
Western position in Berlin. Gregg Herken suggested that Wash-
ington may have been insensitive because General Lucius Clay, the
commander on the scene, had cried wolf so often in the past that his
warnings were discounted.7 Either way, Washington failed to
understand and respond in time to Soviet probes that were in effect
tests of U.S. resolve.

A second and probably equally common cause of insensitivity to
signals arises from the failure to understand the context in which
they are made and in terms of which they take on meaning. A signal
can easily be missed if it is not recognized as a significant deviation
from the norm. Allen Whiting describes several such occurrences
preceding China's entry into the Korean War in November 1950.
Peking increased both the frequency of newspaper articles on Korea
and the strength of the language used to indicate Chinese interests
on that peninsula. There is no evidence that the Americans picked
this up or, if they did, were in any way aware of the manner in which
the foreign language press especially was being used to signal
intensified Chinese concern with developments in Korea.8

Signals can also be misunderstood if they are interpreted in an
inappropriate context. In this connection Jervis cites Ernest May's
description of Spain's failure to understand the threat conveyed by
President McKinley's quasi ultimatum of 1898. Because the Ameri-
cans and the Spanish had little knowledge of each other's domestic
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concerns and constraints, inferences that were perfectly clear to the
author of a communication went unnoticed by the recipient. What
McKinley conceived of as the bluntest of messages was actually
interpreted by the Spanish as reassuring.9

The history of international relations abounds with examples of
such distortion. In 1961 Chinese soldiers surrounded Indian out-
posts that had been set up in contested areas of Ladakh. Having
demonstrated their ability to cut off several of these outposts, the
Chinese subsequently withdrew, leaving the Indian pickets un-
harmed. Peking intended the action as a demonstration of resolve,
but one that would allow Indian leaders to back down without loss of
face because violence had been avoided. However, government
officials in New Delhi interpreted the Chinese withdrawal as a sign
of timidity. They reasoned that Chinese forces had failed to press
their tactical advantage because Peking feared the consequences of a
wider conflict with India. As a result, Indian leaders became even
bolder in their efforts to occupy as much of the disputed territory,
east and west, as was possible.10

The reason why the Chinese signal failed to have its intended
effect was the belief on the part of Nehru, Menon, and their military
advisers that Peking was loath to start a war with India because it
feared defeat. They were also convinced that China wished to avoid
being branded as the aggressor by the nonaligned bloc. As later
events demonstrated, these Indian assessments were based on seri-
ous misjudgments about both the political and military conse-
quences of a Sino-Indian conflict. The Chinese, who were unaware
of the nature and extent of India's illusions, behaved in a way
damaging to deterrence by reinforcing in Indian minds the very
expectations about themselves they sought to forestall.11

The Falklands conflict provides a more recent and even more
dramatic example of the importance of the underlying context as it
is understood by the adversary state in assessing its resolve. There
were many causes of miscalculation in both capitals, but one impor-
tant one surely was the fact that Buenos Aires and London con-
ceived of the conflict in quite different terms. From the Argentine
perspective the Malvinas were national territory that had been
occupied by a colonial power since 1833. British sovereignty over
the islands was an atavism in a world that had witnessed numerous
wars of national liberation that had all but brought the age of
colonialism to an end. Viewed in this light, it seemed a far-fetched
notion indeed that a colonial power in the year 1982 would try to
reimpose its rule, let alone succeed in doing so, on a "liberated
colony" by force of arms. World opinion, international morality,
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and, most importantly of all, the constellation of international
political forces, all seemed to militate against it. The analogies that
sprang into Argentine minds were Goa and Suez—an early invasion
scenario concocted by the navy was actually called Plan Goa. The
original Goa operation resulted in the colonial power, Portugal,
accommodating itself to the loss of its colonial enclave on the Indian
subcontinent when it was overrun by India. Suez, of course, remains
the best example of how an attempt to reimpose colonial domination
failed for all of the reasons mentioned above.

The British conceived of the Falklands controversy in an alto-
gether different light. Politicians, the press, and public opinion for
the most part dismissed the colonial metaphor as inappropriate
because the population of the islands was of British stock and wished
to remain under the protection of the Crown. Majority opinion did
not see the Argentine invasion as an example of national liberation
but rather as an act of naked aggression carried out by a brutal
dictatorship against a democratic and peaceful people. For the
British, the relevant historical analogy was Hitler and the origins of
World War II. Newspapers made frequent references to the events
and lessons of that period. Chief among the lessons was the need to
stand up to aggression lest failure to do so whet the appetites of
would-be aggressors everywhere. The Thatcher government pur-
sued this line of reasoning: it justified the need to retake the
Falklands with the twin arguments that "aggression must not be
allowed to succeed" and that "freedom must be protected against
dictatorship."

If it was inconceivable for Argentina that Britain would go to war
to regain the Falklands, it was equally inconceivable to most Britons
that they would not if it proved the only way to effect an Argentine
withdrawal. The different cognitive contexts of the two sets of
leaders led not only to contrasting visions of justice but also to quite
different imperatives for action. Unfortunately, policy makers in
both London and Buenos Aires, while not altogether ignorant of the
others' conceptualization of the conflict, seemed unable to grasp its
implications for that country's behavior.

The three cases discussed above illustrate three quite different
kinds of contextual problems. McKinley's difficulty in com-
municating with Spain was due in the first instance to cultural
differences; Americans and Spaniards read the same message in
contrasting ways because of the different associations they brought
to the words in question. There may also have been some motivated
perceptual bias on the Spanish side. Officials in Madrid focused on
that part of McKinley's message that conveyed what they so badly
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wanted to hear while they apparently ignored other passages that
indicated that Spain and the United States were on a collision
course.

The Sino-Indian misunderstanding was the result of different
estimates of the relative political and military strengths of the two
sides. As Chinese leaders considered themselves very definitely the
stronger party in any military confrontation, they believed that
restraint on their part might encourage compromise by India. But
because the Indians saw themselves as militarily superior, they
interpreted Chinese restraint as lack of resolve and became more
intransigent in their position. Nehru and Menon's flawed as-
sessment of the military balance can be traced to a series of self-
serving and entirely unrealistic intelligence reports from a highly
politicized military bureaucracy. The Chinese, who formulated
their military assessment on the basis of more thorough and ob-
jective analysis of the capabilities of the two sides, had no way
of knowing the extent to which the Indian leadership was
misinformed.

Chinese awareness of the unrealistic nature of Indian estimates of
the military balance would have required an intimate and detailed
knowledge of privileged communications of the Indian govern-
ment, something not normally at the disposal of other states, espe-
cially adversaries. For this reason, the problem posed to effective
communication by asymmetrical assessment seems to be all but in-
surmountable in cases in which such assessments cannot be inferred
from diplomatic discussions, public statements or actual policies.
Even analysts sensitive to this problem would no doubt face great
difficulties in convincing their own governments that adversarial
assessments of the military or political balance were completely at
variance with their own. Take the case of Pearl Harbor. The Japan-
ese attack was predicated upon the erroneous assumption that the
U.S. reaction to destruction of its Pacific fleet would be to withdraw
from the Western Pacific. As Japanese leaders wanted to avoid an all
out war against the United States, a struggle they knew they could
never win, their attack made sense only if the resulting war could
indeed be kept limited. Imagine, if you will, the difficulties that a
U.S. intelligence analyst who had succeeded in second-guessing this
scenario would have had in trying to convince his superiors of
Japanese intentions. The premise upon which the attack rested, that
the United States would accommodate itself to loss of its fleet instead
of fighting back, would have struck U.S. officials as so absurd that
they would likely have dismissed out of hand any warning flowing
from this assumption.
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The Falklands intelligence failure is only a little less disheartening
in its implications. Had the British and Argentines read each other's
press with an open mind they would readily have become aware of
the dramatically different political contexts in which they envisaged
their dispute over the Falklands. Possibly, they could have fathomed
what this meant for the policies of both countries. They failed to do
so, one suspects, for a combination of reasons. For a start, neither
side may have been alert to the need to understand the other's
political referent as a means of comprehending and predicting its
behavior. In addition, politicians and diplomats on both sides were
so convinced of the validity of their respective frameworks for
conceptualizing the dispute that they found it difficult to take their
adversary's very different conceptualization of the problem seri-
ously, let alone comprehend the policy imperatives that resulted
from it. Instead, they tended to dismiss it as propaganda put for-
ward primarily for domestic consumption. There may also have
been a strong bias against empathy because it would have called into
question the justice and probability of success of the policies to which
both sides were already committed.

Statesmen could be educated to the importance of trying to
conceptualize conflicts as they are experienced by their adversaries.
This does not mean they would necessarily succeed in doing so. The
obstacles that stand in their way are both self-imposed, consisting of
all the personal, political, and cultural constraints to the develop-
ment of empathy, and structural, a function of differing conceptual
contexts and asymmetries in assessment. There is already quite a
literature in psychology on empathy and techniques of encouraging
it. Some of it has been useful in sensitizing people to the mani-
festations and effects of prejudice, thereby easing racial tensions in
various institutional settings. In theory, policy makers could also be
taught empathy. In practice, this is unlikely to happen because most
policy makers will have neither the time nor the inclination for such
training.

The external impediments that hinder proper interpretation of
an adversary's signals are probably even more difficult to overcome.
This may require an intimate familiarity with the political culture in
question. However, leaders of countries themselves rarely possess
any special area expertise. U.S. presidents are even unlikely to have
very much foreign experience. But this does not mean that they lack
firm opinions on such subjects, especially when it concerns the
motives of their country's principal adversary. They also tend to
surround themselves with advisers who hold similar views. How-
ever, leaders may be no better informed when they rely on the
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advice of the "experts." Familiarity with a country or culture is in
itself no guarantee of accurate insight or prescience. It can even be a
hindrance to the extent that the "old Russia hand" or Arabist is the
prisoner of deeply held but not necessarily accurate opinions about
what goals motivate that country's policy makers or what factors
they weigh when they make decisions. For all of these reasons,
misunderstandings and incomprehension will always be rife. Given
this unpleasant fact of international political life, a theory based
upon the premise that clear, unambiguous signaling is readily
attainable seems quite unrealistic.

The Causes of Aggression

In the Hobbesian world of deterrence theory, the very existence
of a questionable commitment becomes an incentive for challenge
independently of other considerations. To forgo an opportunity to
take advantage of an adversary can be expected to convey an image
of weakness or at least irresolution. A state must exploit an adver-
sary's vulnerability if only to discourage challenges of its own
commitments.

Case studies of actual conflicts contradict this depiction of inter-
national relations in important ways. They suggest that the existence
of a vulnerable commitment is neither a necessary nor a sufficient
condition for a challenge. Vulnerable commitments may never be
challenged, while credible ones may be. This phenomenon points to
the existence of serious misperceptions on the part of challengers
and/or the presence of different, or at least additional, causes of
aggression.

My own study of brinkmanship, described briefly in the text,
analyzed a class of acute international crisis whose defining charac-
teristic was the expectation on the part of the initiating state that its
adversary would back down when challenged.121 found that, much
more often than not, brinkmanship challenges were initiated in the
absence of good evidence that the adversary lacked either the
capability or resolve to defend this commitment. In most instances,
the evidence available at the time pointed to the opposite conclusion
because the commitments in question appeared to meet the four
necessary conditions of deterrence: they were clearly defined, re-
peatedly publicized, and defensible, and the committed state gave
every indication of its intention to defend them by force if necessary.
Not surprisingly, most of these challenges resulted in setbacks for
the initiators, who were themselves compelled to back down or go to
war.
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Faulty judgment on the part of initiators was most often the result
of motivated bias. This arose from their perceived need to carry out
a brinkmanship challenge in response to pressing foreign and
domestic threats. The policy makers involved believed that these
threats could be overcome only by means of a successful challenge of
an adversary's commitment. Brinkmanship was conceived of as a
necessary and forceful response to danger, as a means of preserving
national strategic or domestic political interests before time ran out.

When policy makers believed in the necessity of challenging
commitments of their adversaries, they became predisposed to see
their objectives as attainable. They convinced themselves that they
would succeed without provoking war. Because they knew the
extent to which they were powerless to back down, they expected
that their adversaries would accommodate them by doing so. Some
of the policy makers involved also took comfort in the illusion that
their country would emerge victorious at little cost to itself if the
crisis got out of hand and led to war.

To the extent that there is a strong tendency for policy makers to
rationalize the conditions for the success of a foreign policy once
they become committed to it, efforts by defenders to impart credi-
bility to their commitments will have only a marginal impact on their
adversaries' behavior. Even the most elaborate efforts to demon-
strate prowess and resolve may prove insufficient to discourage a
challenge when policy makers are attracted to brinkmanship as a
necessary means of preserving vital strategic and political interests.
Policy makers in several of the cases I examined were able to
maintain illusory expectations about adversarial behavior despite
the accumulation of clear evidence to the contrary both before and
during the crisis.

My brinkmanship study indicates that would-be challengers are to
a great extent inner-directed and inwardly focused. This is also a
central theme of Janice Gross Stein's first contribution to this vol-
ume, an analysis of the five occasions between 1969 and 1973 when
Egyptian leaders seriously contemplated the use of force against
Israel. Stein argues that decision making in all of these instances
departed significantly from the postulates of deterrence theory. All
five decisions revealed a consistent and almost exclusive concentra-
tion by Egyptian leaders on their own purposes, political needs, and
constraints. They spoke in almost apocalyptic terms of Egypt's need
to liberate the Sinai, to uphold the rights of Palestinians, and, above
all, to wipe out the humiliation of 1967 by waging a successful
military campaign. By contrast, Israel's interests, and the impera-
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tives for action that could be expected to flow from them, were not at
all salient for Egyptian leaders.

The Egyptian failure to consider the relative interests of both
sides resulted in a flawed estimate not of Israel's credibility but
rather of the scope of Israel's military response. In 1969 Egyptian
leaders attached a very low probability to the possibility that Israel
would carry the war of attrition onto Egyptian territory in order to
maintain her position in the Sinai, a miscalculation of major pro-
portions given the magnitude of the punishment Israel in fact
inflicted upon Egypt. In 1973 the Egyptians similarly failed to
consider the possibility that Israel would invade Egypt proper as a
means of reasserting its authority along the canal.

Egypt's inability to understand that Israel's leaders believed that
defense of the Sinai was important both for its own sake and as an
indicator of resolve was merely one cause of its miscalculation in
1969. Stein demonstrates that Egyptian leaders overestimated their
own capacity to determine the course of a war of attrition and
underestimated that of Israel. They also developed a strategy to
fight the war, to culminate in a crossing of the canal, that was
predicated on a fatal inconsistency: the belief that Egypt could inflict
numerous casualties on Israel in the course of a war of attrition but
that Israel would refrain from escalating that conflict in order to
reduce her casualities.

Stein considers these flawed assessments and the toleration of
logical contradictions by the Egyptians in their expectations as
evidence of pervasive wishful thinking. She believes that this was a
response to the strategic dilemma faced by Egyptian planners in
1969. Egypt could neither accept the status quo nor sustain the kind
of military effort that would have been necessary to alter it. Instead,
Egypt embarked upon a poorly conceived limited military action.
The wishful thinking and biased estimates associated with it were a
form of bolstering, the means by which Egyptian leaders convinced
themselves that their strategy would succeed. Once again Israel's
deterrent failed, not because of any lack of capability or resolve, but
because Egypt's calculations, in the words of Stein, "were so flawed
that they defeated deterrence."

Egyptian decision making in 1969 provides one more example of
the phenomenon that my study of brinkmanship identified as the
most frequent cause of serious miscalculation in international crisis:
the inability of leaders to find a satisfactory way to reconcile two
clashing kinds of threats. The psychological stress that arises from
this decisional dilemma is usually received by the adoption of de-
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fensive avoidance as a coping strategy. Leaders commit themselves
to a course of action and deny information that indicates that their
policy might not succeed. As was true in most of my cases, the
Egyptian decisional dilemma that prompted defensive avoidance
was the result of incompatibility between domestic imperatives and
foreign realities. The domestic threat, the political and economic
losses, was the overriding consideration for Egyptian policy makers,
as it was for the Argentines.

The primacy of domestic political concerns may not be entirely
attributable to the political self-interest of the policy makers in-
volved, although this factor should not be discounted. It may also be
related to their ability to foresee and visualize domestic disasters
more vividly than foreign ones. The domestic costs of passivity in
these cases probably appeared greater and more probable than a
more detached assessment might have indicated and certainly also
more difficult to deny. Foreign catastrophe, by contrast, depended
upon the behavior of adversaries whose political systems were less
well understood than one's own and whose policies were accordingly
more difficult to predict. It was simply much easier for policy
makers to delude themselves that somehow their foreign ventures
would succeed than it was for them to convince themselves that the
domestic price of restraint would be less than horrendous. Not
surprisingly, they chose to avoid what appeared to be certain loss in
favor of a policy that held out the prospect of at least lower costs in
the Egyptian case and some prospect of substantial gain in the case
of Argentina.

If deterrence theory describes one's own vulnerability as the
catalyst for aggression, it prescribes credible, defensive com-
mitments as the most important means of discouraging it. The
empirical evidence marshaled in this study once again challenges
the validity of the theory's assumptions. This is most apparent with
respect to the role of military capability, and adversarial restraint is
both more uncertain and more complex than deterrence theory
allows.

Stein found that Egypt went to war in 1973 in spite of its leaders'
adverse estimate of the military balance. The same domestic political
considerations that compelled Egyptian leaders to challenge Israel
also provided the incentives for Egyptian military planners to devise
a strategy that compensated for their military weakness. Human
ingenuity and careful organization succeeded in exploiting the
flexibility of multipurpose conventional weaponry to circumvent
many of the constraints of military inferiority. The Egyptians
achieved defensive superiority in what they planned to keep a
limited battle zone.
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According to Stein, two other considerations were crucial catalysts
for the Egyptian decision to challenge Israel in 1973. These were the
twin assumptions made by Sadat and his advisors that there was no
chance of regaining the Sinai by diplomacy and that, the longer they
postponed war, the more the military balance would favor Israel.
Both assumptions helped to create a mood of desperation in Cairo,
so much so that Sadat repeatedly purged the Egyptian military
command until he found generals who were optimistic of finding a
way around Israel's awesome air and armored capability.

The Japanese decision to attack the United States in December
1941 seems analogous in almost every important respect to the
Egyptian decision of 1973. Like the Egyptians, the Japanese fully
recognized the military superiority of their adversary, in this in-
stance founded on greater naval power and a vastly superior eco-
nomic base. The Japanese nevertheless felt compelled to attack the
United States in the forlorn hope that a limited victory would
facilitate a favorable settlement of their festering and costly conflict
with China. As the Egyptians were to do more than thirty years later,
the Japanese military devised an ingenious and daring strategy to com-
pensate for their adversary's advantages; they relied on air power
and surprise to neutralize U.S. naval power in the Pacific in one
sharp blow. They, too, deluded themselves into believing that their
foe would come to accept the political consequences of a disastrous
initial defeat instead of fighting to regain the initiative, a mis-
calculation with a monumental price. The Japanese strategy was also
an act of desperation. Japan's leaders opted for war only after it
became clear that they could not attain their objectives by diplo-
macy. They were also convinced that the military balance between
themselves and their adversaries would never again be so favorable
as it was in 1941.13

These two cases suggest that the military balance, even when
correctly assessed, is only one of several considerations taken into
account by policy makers contemplating war. They are also in-
fluenced by domestic and foreign political pressures that push them
to act, frustration with the low probability of achieving their goals by
peaceful means, and their judgments about future trends in the
military balance. As we have just seen, these considerations may
even prove decisive.

If there is any single example that drives home the point that
challenges may be unrelated to the military balance, it is the recent
war in the Falkland Islands. The Argentine decision to invade in
March 1982, analyzed in chapter 5, was found to be the result in the
first instance of the faltering legitimacy of the military junta and its
increasingly desperate need to do something to shore up its public
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support. Like the Japanese and the Egyptians, the Argentines had
also lost all faith in the prospect of achieving their goal, sovereignty
over the islands, by diplomacy. Disenchantment with negotiations
was all the more a catalyst for military action because peaceful
resolution of the dispute had appeared a very real possibility until
the failure of the so-called lease-back proposal in the late fall of
1981. A transfer of sovereignty had seemed so likely that the junta,
both as a bargaining tactic and as a means of drumming up domestic
support for itself, had actively encouraged public expectations to
this effect. The Argentine military now became the prisoner of the
passions it had helped to arouse.

Had a military appraisal of the situation dominated Argentine
deliberations, the junta would almost certainly have waited another
year before launching its invasion of the Falklands. It was public
knowledge that in the interim, Invincible would have gone to the
Australian navy, Hermes would have been paid off, and Intrepid and
Fearless, the two amphibious assault ships, would have been scrapped,
together with some of the supporting frigates. Britain, which pos-
sessed barely sufficient naval assets to retake the Falklands in 1982,
would almost certainly have been unable to do so in the absence of
these vessels. However, the junta, composed of generals and admir-
als, no less, deemed political considerations more important than
calculations of relative military balance, with results that were noth-
ing short of disastrous.

Most of the twenty-odd cases examined by Lebow and Stein in
their most recent studies support the conclusion that policy makers
who risk or actually start wars pay more attention to their own
strategic and domestic political interests than they do to the interests
and military capabilities of their adversaries. Their strategic and
political needs appear to constitute the principal motivation for a
resort to force. When these needs are pronounced, policy makers
are prone to disregard the ways in which the same kinds of strategic
and political needs might compel adversaries to stand firm in de-
fense of their commitments. They may discount an adversary's
resolve even when the state in question has gone to considerable
lengths to demonstrate that resolve and to develop the military
capabilities needed to defend its commitment.

Deterrence theory can be accused of standing reality on its head.
It assumes a constant level of hostility between adversaries and
expects that a challenger will seek an external opportunity to act.
Our cases point to just the opposite causation: that the principal
incentive for a resort to force is probably a state's own perceived
vulnerabilities, which lead its policy makers to challenge an adver-
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sary even when external opportunity to act, a vulnerable commit-
ment, is absent. A challenger's needs and the perceptual distortions
they engender may actually constitute the greatest threat to the
peace. This conclusion has obvious and important policy implica-
tions.

Deterrence dictates that the defending state attempts to manipu-
late its adversary's calculus of cost and gain so as to reduce its
incentive to attack or to challenge an important commitment. The
research described in this volume suggests that one important
reason why deterrence often fails is that defenders attempt to
manipulate attributes of the situation, especially adversarial per-
ceptions of resolve and relative military capability that may be
critical to the calculations of the would-be aggressor. Efforts to
influence the adversary state may require attention to its strategic
dilemmas, domestic political costs of inaction, and assessment of
achieving at least some of its objectives by nonviolent means. All of
these parameters must be considered by defenders as proper and
productive targets for manipulation.

Does Deterrence Deter?

The preceding sections have discussed some of the ways in which
state behavior is at variance with deterrence theory. This section
examines the record of deterrence as a strategy of conflict manage-
ment; it looks at what deterrence policies accomplish in practice. It
argues that, while deterrence may sometimes succeed in discourag-
ing the use of force, it may also be instrumental in provoking it.
Deterrence can at times encourage a resort to force both by the state
that practices it and by its target.

William W. Kaufmann's Requirements of Deterrence, published in
1954, remains the classic formulation of deterrence as a strategy of
conflict management. Kaufmann stressed the need to surround a
commitment with "an air of credibility." He identified three com-
ponents to this task: capability, cost, and intentions. Capability he
defined as the operational ability to inflict a burdensome cost upon
an adversary. That cost had to be great enough to exceed whatever
gain the adversary expected to attain by a challenge. The adversary
also had to believe that punishment was certain. Kaufmann argued
that an intelligent adversary would carefully evaluate its opponent's
resolve to carry out its threats by looking at its past performance,
current pronouncements, and the support the commitment had
among its public opinion. Kaufmann believed that evidence of
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widespread public support for a commitment was an absolutely
essential component of credibility.14

Subsequent attempts to describe the conditions for successful
deterrence have continued to emphasize the importance of credi-
bility and of a state's reputation for honoring past commitments as
the principal factor influencing an adversary's assessment of the
credibility of a current commitment. This theme lies at the core of
Thomas Schelling's argument in Arms and Influence, one of the most
influential works on deterrence. Schelling describes commitments
as interdependent; failure to defend any one of them will make
willingness to defend any of the others questionable in the eyes of an
adversary. "We tell the Soviets that we have to react here because, if
we did not, they would not believe us when we say that we will react
there."15

The U.S. intervention in Vietnam was of course the most far-
reaching expression of this logic. As is well known, the consensus
among policy makers in the 1960s was that failure to hold the line
against communism in Southeast Asia would lead Moscow to doubt
U.S. resolve with regard to commitments elsewhere in the world.
Lyndon Johnson told the American people in April 1965, "To leave
Vietnam to its fate would shake . . . confidence . . . in the value of an
American commitment and in the value of America's word."16 Sec-
retary of State Dean Rusk warned that "the communist world would
draw conclusions that would lead to our ruin and almost certainly to
a catastrophic war."17 Although Vietnam ended in disaster, belief in
the United States in the interdependence of commitments appears
undiminished and unquestionably continues to influence policy
makers. In 1974—75 it prompted the Ford administration to provide
covert aid to two of the contending factions in the Angolan civil war.
When Congress compelled the Administration to terminate this
support, an irate Henry Kissinger predicted that this "would lead to
further Soviet and Cuban pressures on the mistaken assumption
that America has lost the will to counter adventurism or even to help
others to do so."18 The Carter administration employed similar
arguments to justify its commitment to defend the Persian Gulf.
More recently, President Reagan has argued that the Soviet Union
would grow even more emboldened in its aggressive forays in the
Third World if the United States fails to help Central American
governments combat left-wing military challenges.

Critics of deterrence charge that this approach to foreign policy is
distinctly apolitical. They argue that commitments are or ought to
be expressions of national interests. When a commitment does not
reflect major interests, it will be difficult to persuade others to take it
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seriously regardless of how elaborate an effort is made to do so. As
George and Smoke have put it, in the quest for credibility is no
substitute for underlying national interests.19 Conversely, some in-
terests may be so intrinsically important that other governments will
not question a state's willingness to defend them whether or not it
has even voiced its intention to do so. U.S. defense of Europe from
Soviet attack might be an example. It is what Jervis has called an
"intrinsic interest," one that is so vital that a commitment to go to war
on its behalf is all but taken for granted. This is distinct from
strategic interests or commitments, where judgments about credi-
bility may turn more on what efforts a state makes to convey its
resolve.20

The degree to which commitments are interdependent depends
upon the relative importance of a state's bargaining reputation, as
opposed to its interests, as the criterion of credibility in the eyes of a
would-be challenger. Yet, as Morgan observes, there has been very
little effort until quite recently to determine empirically just what
influences the decisions of challengers. This is quite remarkable
given the ongoing debate about interdependence and its policy
implications. In chapter 6 Morgan addresses this phenomenon: why
post-World War II U.S. foreign policy has always acted on the
assumption that commitments are in fact interdependent and that a
state's bargaining reputation is therefore all-important.

Morgan speculates that the well-documented U.S. fixation on
resolve derives from what he calls the "paradox of credibility."
Leaders of nuclear powers are uncertain as to how they would
respond to a major challenge by another nuclear power because of
the suicidal nature of nuclear war. As a result, they become more
disposed to uphold lesser commitments because these are the only
ones that are safe to defend. By doing so they seek a reputation for
resolve in the hope that it will discourage challenges of more impor-
tant commitments. A concern for reputation, Morgan argues, may
be less a rational extension of the art of commitment and more an
effort by policy makers to hide their insecurity over what to do if
their most vital interests are challenged.

According to Morgan, defenders may describe commitments as
interdependent not because they really believe that they are but
rather in the hope that adversaries will see them that way. But to
convince their opponents that commitments are a "seamless web,"
policy makers must act as if they were. They must attempt to foster a
reputation for resolve, a quest that has no natural bounds. The
effort to build such a reputation can prompt policy makers to
intervene in situations that cannot by any reasonable stretch of the
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imagination be described as challenges. A case can be made that the
United States has behaved this way; the U.S. policy-making elite's
pursuit of a reputation for resolve has frequently resulted in policies
devoid of perspective and judgment.

Morgan is quick to point out that this kind of behavior is not an
inevitable consequence of the possession of nuclear weapons.
Neither Britain nor France has displayed the same preoccupation
with credibility as has the United States. There was no grave concern
in Europe that Western credibility was at stake in the 1973 Middle
East war nor in the aftermath of either the fall of the Shah in Iran or
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. The Soviet Union also seems
much less concerned than the United States with fostering a repu-
tation for resolve. Moscow has accepted the necessity of retreat in a
series of crises and, unlike Washington, has chosen not to react to
provocations in the Middle East and Southeast Asia involving the
death of Soviet servicemen. There is nothing, moreover, in the
Soviet foreign policy literature that stresses the interdependence of
commitments. Instead, Soviet commentators place emphasis on
military strength and feasible plans for its use as the essential
components in discouraging aggression.

Morgan suggests that deterrence, in theory and practice, is largely
an expression of the political culture in the United States. He traces
its development to insecurities that arose in the early post-World
War II years and have persisted to the present time. These were
attributable in the first instance to fears on the part of the U.S.
foreign-policy-making elite that the public would not sustain a
resolute, responsible posture in world affairs. Policy makers wor-
ried about a return to isolationism and, later, about a political
backlash on the right, triggered by communist gains in Asia. The
U.S. deterrence posture was formulated with a domestic as well as a
foreign audience in mind; a reputation for resolve was sought
abroad in order to reassure Americans at home. According to
Morgan, another contributing factor to the appeal of deterrence
was the equally pronounced concern that any sign of weakness or
irresolution would encourage allies and neutrals to seek an accom-
modation with the Soviet Union. This concern was a principal
motivation behind NSC-68 and finds its current expression in the
often voiced assumption that any significant erosion of U.S. capa-
bility or resolve would lead to the "Finlandization" of Western
Europe.

Finally, Morgan argues, there are the memories of the failures of
the 1930s and the "lessons" of Munich. When Stalin's Russia became
the linear descendent of Hitler's Germany in American minds, so
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too was it expected that World War III would begin the same way as
World War II. Since appeasement had abetted Hitler's aggression,
policy makers believed that it was essential that Stalin and his
successors be confronted with resolve. The extent to which the
lessons of Munich have influenced U.S. foreign policy has usually
been ascribed to cognitive bias; having observed the disastrous
consequences of appeasement, policy makers became predisposed
to respond to all threats with displays of resolve.21 Morgan theorizes
that the Munich analogy might be more an effect than a cause of
U.S. foreign policy. It offers a plausible rationalization for policies
that really derive from unspoken doubts about the use of nuclear
weapons in defense of vital interests.

Morgan's analysis of U.S. policy is, by his own admission, highly
speculative. The phenomenon he describes, the U.S. fixation with
credibility, is nevertheless observable and well documented. It re-
flects, as Morgan and others have pointed out, the peculiar, perhaps
unique nature of the U.S. approach to security. To base a universal
theory of international relations upon such a singular experience
seems foolish in the extreme. The fact that this has happened raises
a second intriguing and probably unanswerable question: Has de-
terrence theory helped to shape U.S. security policy, or is it an
expression and justification of it? If it is the former, an effective
intellectual challenge of the theory could have profound policy
implications. But if the theory, as Morgan argues, is largely a
rationalization for policies pursued for other reasons, then even the
most persuasive critique of deterrence will be greeted by policy
makers rather the way die-hard cigarette smokers have responsed to
studies linking tobacco with cancer. The insignificant impact of
studies critical of deterrence upon the way in which both policy
makers and academic defense analysts think about the subject might
be adduced as evidence in support of Morgan's position.22

It was noted earlier that deterrence policies can encourage ag-
gressive behavior on the part of defender and challenger alike. In
the case of the defender, this is attributable to the need to develop
and maintain a reputation for resolve, which may entail the threat or
actual use of force in a whole range of situations that involve no
obvious substantive interests. From the perspective of the would-be
challenger, a more assertive and confrontational foreign policy
ironically may be a response to policies designed to deter it from
aggression. The Japanese decision to attack the United States in
December 1941 is a well-documented case in point.

The United States and other Western powers imposed first an
asset freeze and then an oil embargo upon Japan in July-August
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1941 in the hope of moderating Tokyo's policies. In practice, how-
ever, these actions were catalysts for the Japanese decision to go to
war. Japan's leaders feared that the embargo would deprive them of
the means of continuing their struggle against China and would
ultimately put them at the mercy of their adversaries. It accordingly
fostered a mood of desperation in Tokyo, an essential precondition
for the attack on Pearl Harbor that followed.

The orgins of the Spanish-American War of 1898-99 offer a
second example of this phenomenon. The festering insurrection in
Cuba brought Spain into conflict with the United States. U.S. in-
vestments on the island were endangered and American public
opinion aroused when the yellow fever epidemic, caused by a
deterioration in sanitary conditions due to the fighting, spread to
the southeastern part of the United States. Popular support among
Americans for the rebels also resulted in a series of "filibustering"
expeditions—private attempts to supply the rebels with arms—that
proved embarrassing to both governments. Mounting con-
gressional demands to get Spain out of Cuba led President Cleve-
land and then President McKinley to explore a variety of diplomatic
solutions. None of them proved acceptable to successive Spanish
governments, all of which were under increasing domestic pressure
to make no concessions to the rebels. U.S. demands on Spain in the
aftermath of the destruction of USS Maine inflamed Spanish opin-
ion further, restricting the government's freedom of action with
regard to Cuba. Washington nevertheless expected that continued
U.S. pressure would bring Madrid to its senses. Instead, it provoked
war.

Policy makers in these two cases felt cornered; the Japanese saw
themselves as victims of foreign circumstances, the Spanish thought
of themselves as hostages to public opinion. In both instances, U.S.
deterrent policies backfired because they intensified the pressures
on leaders in the target states to act in even more extreme ways.
Ironically, Spanish leaders ultimately welcomed a forceful U.S.
posture because it offered an escape from their policy dilemma: how
to cede Cuba without provoking a miliary-led coup at home. If the
United States declared war, they reasoned, they could go to war in
defense of Spain's honor, the principal concern of the army and
conservative opinion. But it they lost the war, and the Spanish
politicians had no illusions in this regard, they would be compelled
to withdraw their forces from Cuba and renounce sovereignty over
the island. What Spanish leaders failed to anticipate was that the
United States would attack not only Cuba but Spain's naval and
ground forces in Puerto Rico and the Philippines. Crushing military



Conclusions • 223

defeats and loss of these colonies triggered a popular revolution in
Spain, the very outcome the government had gone to war to avoid.

The Spanish and Japanese experiences illustrate that there is no
simple relationship between demonstrations of resolve on the part
of the defending states and moderation on the part of would-be
challengers. The efficacy of deterrence or any strategy of conflict
management depends very much upon the adversary's intentions,
the degree and kinds of constraints that affect its leaders, and the
political context in which that strategy is pursued. Appeasement of a
Hitler only elicits more demands. But the same policy applied to a
state with limited aims may resolve important outstanding differ-
ences, as did British appeasement of the United States in the second
half of the nineteenth century, in the Oregon and Venezuela crises.23

It was a necessary first step toward transforming a long-standing
hostile relationship into an enduring and remarkably close alliance.
Resolve, when applied to leaders who do not feel compelled to
respond to domestic or strategic imperatives, may also succeed in
this objective. But, as we have seen, it may have the opposite effect
when directed against leaders who feel cornered, do not believe that
they have the freedom to back down, or see the loss associated with
passivity as greater than that attributed to action.

If deterrence is not a universally applicable strategy, it is impera-
tive for its proponents to reformulate the theory so that it specifies
the kinds of conflicts or situations in which it is germane. Herein lies
the primary contribution of the Snyder paper. It offers a typology of
conflicts and shows some of the reasons why deterrence as it is
normally practiced can be counterproductive.

International relations literature distinguishes between deter-
rence and spiral models of conflict.24 The former stresses the role of
credible threats in deterring aggression, while the latter emphasizes
the need for concessions to assuage mutual security fears. Accord-
ing to Snyder, this dichotomy ignores a third generic kind of
conflict, what he calls a "security dilemma." This occurs when each
adversary believes that its security requires the other's insecurity.
When this happens, neither unyielding deterrent policies nor con-
cessions will succeed in moderating, let alone resolving, conflict.

Snyder attributes the outbreak of war in Europe in 1914 to the
existence of a security dilemma. He argues that because a strategic
balance was unattainable, deterrence policies failed to induce cau-
tion. Instead, they intensified adversarial perceptions of the zero-
sum nature of strategic competition and the resulting dangers of
inferiority. Deterrence policies also spawned the widespread belief
that war was all but inevitable. Both developments heightened the
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resolve of the inferior party to redress the strategic balance. But
efforts to do this encouraged the superior party to strike before its
advantage disappeared.

If threats could not resolve this security dilemma, neither could
concessions. The major powers were able to negotiate a series of
compromises on minor issues, most of them pertaining to colonial
competition. However, these agreements could do little to address
the fundamental cause of insecurity; this arose from nearly univer-
sal feelings of acute vulnerability to attack from neighboring states.
Agreements or concessions could not resolve this problem because a
neighbor's security fears could be alleviated only at the cost of
aggravating one's own. The security dilemma was a spiral process in
that one adversary's fear, hostility, and military preparations
prompted the same response on the part of the other. However, it
was not a spiral that could be unwound by the kinds of concessionary
policies that spiral theorists usually advocate.

For Snyder, the distinguishing characteristic of a security dilmma
is that behavior perceived by adversaries as aggressive is in fact
initiated as a defensive response to strategic circumstances. This is
why such policies are immune to both threats and concessions. To
moderate them it is necessary to change the objective circumstances
that give rise to them or the adversary's understanding of these
circumstances. In this connection, Snyder identifies four kinds of
perverse incentives that can strain entrapped states. They produce
four kinds of security dilemmas: the structural security dilemma,
the perceptual security dilemma, the imperialist's dilemma, and
deadlock.

The structural security dilemma assumes that each state form-
ulates its defense strategy in response to incentives and constraints
created by military technology, geography, and the relative power
of other states. A security dilemma develops when a military offense
becomes easier than defense and/or when the relative power of
adversaries is changing, and one of them concludes as a result that
attacking how is better than defending later. A perceptual security
dilemma differs only in the fact that strategic assessments and the
policies based upon them are the result of perceptual biases. In
effect, policy makers overrate the advantages of the offensive, the
magnitude of power shifts, and the hostility of others.

The imperialist's dilemma requires that at least one state desires to
expand but that no state pursues this goal a outrance. The problem
the expansionist state faces is how to overturn the status quo without
provoking a major war. To do this, expansionist states usually
develop offensive military capability and start arms races in order to
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shift the balance of military power in their favor. They then threaten
war to extract concessions. The kind of competition this behavior
sets off may create or intensify a security dilemma by forcing one of
the states to choose between war and unilateral vulnerability.

Finally, there is a deadlock, a situation that prevails when the
nonsecurity interests of states are totally incompatible. As a result,
there is no compromise that both sides would prefer to war. In this
circumstance, Snyder suggests, war may occur in a manner remi-
niscent of a security dilemma. It can be triggered by the expectation
of a major shift in the relative power of adversaries. This could serve
as a catalyst for war, although not as its underlying cause. Even in the
absence of a dilemma, war can be expected to occur at some point.

Snyder argues that 1914 embodied elements of several of these
security dilemmas. It was structural in the sense that German secur-
ity in the east required the vulnerability of Russian forces in Poland,
whereas Russian security required the elimination of this weakness.
In the west, French and German security requirements were simi-
larly contradictory, especially with regard to the status of Belgium.

Nineteen fourteen was also a perceptual security dilemma since
perceptual bias significantly intensified the sense of threat conveyed
by the strategic situation. The German military overrated both the
hostility of its neighbors and the inevitability of war and was accord-
ingly attracted to a preventive war-fighting as opposed to defensive
deterrent strategy. Once committed to the Schlieffen plan, the very
embodiment of a war-fighting offensive strategy, the German gov-
ernment became extremely sensitive to any military measure on the
part of the other powers that would threaten the plan's success.
Convinced that their advantage was soon to disappear, they exploit-
ed a window of opportunity in 1914 to start a war. German leaders
could have extricated Germany from its security dilemma by shift-
ing to a defensive military strategy based on deterrence through
denial. That they consistently ignored this option, Snyder asserts,
had more to do with their perceptions than with the structure of
their dilemma.

Snyder also considers the possibility that 1914 was in part the
result of an imperialist's dilemma. German diplomacy in the dec-
ades prior to 1914, often explained in terms of the expansive
requirements of the Schlieffen plan, nevertheless proved counter-
productive in security terms. Snyder believes that it might therefore
better be explained as an expression of nonsecurity interest in
expansion, interests that derived from domestic pressures and
contradictions.25 This interpretation has of course also been put
forward by many German historians. The effect of such policies,
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Snyder argues, was to touch off an international competition that
followed the characteristic pattern of the imperialist's dilemma:
recurrent crises, competitive armament, tightening alliances, win-
dows, and war. As a result, Germany's dilemma in 1914 may indeed
have become one of "world power or decline."

Snyder's analysis indicates several kinds of conflict in which deter-
rence is counterproductive. Even when deterrence is an appropriate
strategy, as in the imperialist's dilemma, it is not without risk. An
expansionist state will attempt to overturn the status quo by coercive
diplomacy based on superior military capability. Deterrence theory
assumes that this threat is best met by matching the adversary's
military capability and yielding no ground politically. However, in
the imperialist's dilemma such a response, which almost inevitably
provokes arms competition and risk taking, can create strong incen-
tives for preventive or preemptive war.

To avoid war, a status quo power must pursue two distinct and not
easily reconcilable objectives. It must maintain its own power and
credibility while at the same time working to forestall the develop-
ment of the kind of unstable conditions that lead to a security
dilemma. As Snyder puts it, the status quo power "must worry about
everyone's security, not just its own." The best way to accomplish
this, he indicates, is to deploy defensive forces that create no obvious
first-strike advantage and thus avoid bringing about a situation of
strategic instability. Policy makers should also shun commitments
and alliances that can be defended only by forces and strategies that
pose a threat to the adversary's ability to provide for its own defense
and those of its clients.

Snyder's policy recommendations resemble my own. My con-
tribution to this volume also makes the point that deterrence policies
are counterproductive when they intensify an adversary's fears for
its own security. But in contrast to Snyder, my cases also point to the
importance of the domestic impact of deterrence policies in this
regard. To the extent that they aggravate a state's frangibility or the
political insecurity of its regime or individual leaders, they can also
increase the willingness of its leadership to take foreign policy risks.

If domestic and strategic vulnerabilities are an equal or even more
important source of confrontational policies than the existence of an
opportunity to take advantage of an adversary because it has a
vulnerable commitment, then a corresponding shift in the focus of
efforts to prevent the use of force is required. Too much attention is
devoted in theory and practice to making commitments credible and
not nearly enough to trying to understand what might prompt an
adversary to challenge these commitments. A more sophisticated
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approach to conflict management would make use of both deter-
rence and reassurance. Leaders must seek to discourage challenges
by attempting to reduce both the opportunity and the perceived
need to carry them out. They must aim never to allow their own state
to be perceived as so weak or irresolute as to invite challenge, but at
the same time to avoid making an adversary state feel so weak or
threatened that it has the need to do so.

Like Snyder, I urge a mixed strategy that incorporates elements
of deterrence but attempts to moderate its ill effects. Both of us want
to arrive at a procedure that will reduce tensions without at the same
time making the state militarily vulnerable. We do, however, place a
different emphasis on the relative importance of the military and
political components of such a strategy.

For Snyder, success or failure depends upon the structural re-
quirements of security and how they are perceived by adversaries. If
each side believes that its security can be met only through the
insecurity of the other, then little can be done to alleviate tensions;
political agreements in other arenas will not resolve or even mitigate
the effects of this fundamental dilemma. It can be alleviated, or
better yet, prevented from developing in the first place, only by one
or both adversaries renouncing offensive military strategies, which
Snyder identifies as the root cause of assymetrical security re-
quirements. Unfortunately, a state's choice of strategy does not
seem particularly amenable to outside influence; Snyder attributes
this choice to historical and organizational traditions. The pattern of
Soviet-U.S. relations nevertheless suggests that the security policies
of one adversary can intensify the perceived need for an offensive
strategy on the part of the other. Certain kinds of arms control
agreements or a decline in adversarial tensions might also con-
ceivably minimize this need. Snyder might usefully proceed to
explore the nature and relative weight of the domestic and foreign
influences that encourage the adoption of offensive strategies and
the possible ways, if any, of minimizing their appeal.

Snyder's analysis of structural and perceptual security dilemmas
places little emphasis on political as opposed to military sources of
conflict. But it seems evident that even pre-1914 German strategy
was not formulated entirely in response to technical military re-
quirements. German perceptions of the hostile intentions of their
neighbors, based on their political behavior as well as their military
preparations, provided incentives for an offensive military strategy.
Success in alleviating some of these tensions might have weakened
the bonds of the opposing alliance and have eased the Germans'
perception of their military dilemma sufficiently for them to believe
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that war against one or possibly both of their continental adversaries
was less likely or even avoidable.

There are nevertheless imposing obstacles in the way of any
political strategy aimed at easing perceptions of hostility. In democ-
racies, the most important of these is probably domestic and consists
of the political and bureaucratic constraints that often prevent
leaders from pursuing sophisticated and innovative foreign policies.
Beyond this, there is the problem of mutual cognitive rigidity. Years
or even decades of hostile relations can result in a situation where
leaders on both sides take for granted the aggressive intentions of
the other. They put the most threatening interpretation on actions
even when this is unwarranted by the evidence. Leaders in either
country who want to improve relations with their adversary must
recognize the gravity of this challenge and devise a strategy for
coping with the problem. For any measure, no matter how well
conceived, will usually do little to diffuse tensions unless it is some-
how perceived as sincerely motivated by the other side. Finding a
way of breaking through this wall of mistrust may be a necessary step
in escaping from the spiral of fear and insecurity that is currently
pushing both superpowers closer to war.

In this connection the Sadat peace initiative of 1975 could usefully
be studied with the objective of deriving some general lessons.
Egyptian-Israeli relations were certainly characterized by extreme
hostility at the time; the two states had fought a war just four years
before. Yet Sadat's dramatic statement of his willingness to go to
Jerusalem to address the Israeli parliament set in motion a chain of
events that led to a peace treaty two years later. Most observers agree
that the fundamental reason for Sadat's success was that his initiative
helped to dissipate some of the hostility and mistrust that dominated
Israeli and Egyptian perceptions of each other. Stein and I are
currently engaged in a study of how Sadat, who had masterminded
the surprise attack against Israel on Yom Kippur 1973, nevertheless
managed to convince Israeli leaders and public opinion that he was
seriously interested in peace. Our preliminary findings emphasize
the irreversible nature of the initiative, the great political cost to
Sadat of breaking the long-standing Arab policy of not treating
directly with Israel—something that helped to establish his bona fides
in Jerusalem—the fact that his action required no immediate politi-
cal or military concessions from Israel, and the belief on both sides
that renewed fighting would not serve either of their interests.
Could analogues of the Sadat initiative be developed in other long-
standing conflicts, including the Soviet-U.S. relationship?26
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The demonstrable insensitivity of adversaries to each other's
signals and interests and the clashing perceptions they so often have
of each other's intentions and motivations point to what is perhaps
the central failing of deterrence theory. This is the assumption, on
which everything else depends, that adversaries relate to each other
in terms of a common frame of reference. Deterrence purports to
describe an interactive process between the defender of a com-
mitment and a would-be challenger. The defending state is ex-
pected to define and publicize its commitment and do its best to
make that commitment credible in the eyes of its adversary. Would-
be challengers are expected to update frequently their assessment
with regard to their capability and resolve. The repetitive cycle of
test and challenge is expected to provide both sides with an increas-
ingly sophisticated understanding of each other's interests, pro-
pensity for risk taking, threshold of provocation, and style of for-
eign policy behavior.

There is some evidence that such a process does sometimes occur.
Jan Kalicki attempted to document it in the case of Sino-U.S.
relations. He attributes their confrontation in Korea to faulty com-
munication, which left Peking and Washington insensitive to each
other's needs and signals. The experience of Korea and succeeding
Sino-U.S. crises in the 1950s, Kalicki argues, brought increased
empathy and sensitivity in signaling. This facilitated crisis resolution
as "crisis interactions became more bilateral and responsive, each
crisis phase—escalation, declension, and de-escalation—was experi-
enced by the U.S. and the PRC simultaneously: and messages and
signals, threats and warnings, were exchanged with less exaggerated
responses, at least in operational terms."27

Several of the cases analyzed or referred to in this study cast
doubts upon the expectation that repetitive interaction between
adversaries contributes to a better understanding of their respective
intentions and modi operandi. From the perspective of the challenger,
one reason for this may be the inner-directed focus of policy makers.
Leaders contemplating challenges of other states' commitments
were remarkably insensitive to external realities. The Americans in
Korea in the fall of 1950, Sadat in 1973, the Argentinean^ in 1982,
to mention but three examples, initiated challenges primarily in
response to their domestic political needs. These internal impera-
tives, not their external opportunities to act, were decisive to their
decisions to proceed. Only in the case of Korea can such an oppor-
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tunity even be said to have existed. In the Egyptian and Argentine
cases, domestic political pressures determined the timing of the
challenge as well. In the Egyptian decision, the putative resolve and
capability of the adversary did not figure prominently in the policy
debate. When external military and political realities were con-
sidered, as in the Korean and Falklands decisions, they were on the
whole subordinated to political needs; the information available was
distorted or processed selectively in order to make a challenge
appear feasible. Policy makers in these several cases can hardly be
said to have based their challenges on their judgments of the
credibility of their adversaries' commitments. Their process of risk
assessment differed markedly from that described by deterrence
theory.

From the perspective of the defender, the picture appears much
the same. Examples spring readily to mind of conflicts in which
repeated clashes failed to lead to a better understanding of adver-
sarial motivations of foreign policy style. Anglo-German relations
on the eve of World War I are a case in point. By 1914, most British
policy makers had come to view their adversary as willing to risk a
European war in pursuit of its far-reaching aggressive ambitions.
Their understanding of Germany was based on the lessons they had
drawn from recent German foreign policy.

The Agadir crisis of 1911 was an important episode in this regard.
In retrospect, however, what historians have found so striking about
it was the extent to which both Britain and Germany misjudged and
misinterpreted the other's intentions and signals. British and Ger-
man policy makers had become so convinced of their rival's hostility
that they attributed the worst possible motivation to its foreign
policy initiatives. In this instance, the British overreaction to a
colonial demarche transformed a colonial dispute into a grave con-
frontation that threatened the peace of Europe. British and German
leaders for the most part came away from the crisis even more
convinced of the other's hostility and its willingness to provoke a
continental war if the situation seemed favorable.28

Soviet-U.S. relations can be cited as another example of this
phenomenon. The "lessons" U.S. policy makers have drawn from
the series of Cold War confrontations can only in the loosest sense be
said to derive from the behavior of their adversary, the Soviet
Union. They seem more the result of a subjective unilateral process
whereby U.S. policy makers tended to interpret Soviet behavior in
terms of their preexisting notions of the motivations behind Soviet
foreign policy. I have tried to document elsewhere how the Cuban
missile crisis provides a striking illustration of the way in which
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assumptions about adversaries can be confirmed tautologically.29

This only enhances their grip over the minds of the policy makers
who approach international affairs using these assumptions. In
retrospect, it seems apparent that the president projected his con-
cern for his and U.S. credibility onto Khrushchev and interpreted
his behavior in terms of this concern. Persuasive and articulate as he
was, President Kennedy managed to convince journalists close to
him of the validity of his fears. Their subsequent descriptions of the
crisis, as well as those of the Kennedy inner circle, have confirmed in
the minds of Americans what has now become one of the most
deeply entrenched shibboleths of the Cold War: the belief that
caution and hesitation invite challenge, while a reputation for re-
solve deters it.

Our analysis of adversarial relationships in this study indicates
that the expectations that the two sides have of each other may bear
little relationship to reality. Challengers, as has been demonstrated,
tend to focus on their own needs and do not seriously consider, or
often distort if they do, the needs, interests, and capabilities of their
adversaries. Defenders, in turn, may interpret the motives or objec-
tives of a challenger in a manner consistent with their expectations
whether or not those expectations are in any way warranted. Both
sides, moreover, may also prove insensitive to each other's signals
for a variety of political, cultural, or other reasons. In such circum-
stances, recurrent deterrence episodes may not facilitate greater
mutual understanding. Experience may actually hinder real learn-
ing to the extent that it encourages tautological confirmation of
misleading or inappropriate lessons.

This chapter began by describing a pictorial map of international
relations as it might be drawn by a deterrence theorist. The most
prominent landmarks on this map were "No Trespassing" signs,
signifying important commitments, and watchtowers from which
statesmen observed each other's commitments. Their principal
concerns were assumed to be safeguarding the credibility of their
own commitments and discovering vulnerabilities in those of their
adversaries.

Our findings indicate that this map, appealing in its metaphorical
simplicity, is nevertheless a grossly inaccurate representation of
international reality. This may be only partially so from the per-
spective of the defender; its leaders do evidence varying degrees of
concern for the definition, communication, and credibility of their
commitments, although few states seem to manifest the same kind of
obsession in this regard as does the United States.

For would-be challengers the most prominent features on the
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map are probably their own vulnerabilities, foreign and domestic,
which induce anxiety for their national security, internal cohesion,
or the personal political well-being of the leaders. These vulner-
abilities and the pressures they generate may be the most important
incentives for foreign policy challenges. When the policy makers of
a would-be challenger ascend the watchtowers, they are just as likely
as not to be looking inward at their own society, the source of so
many of the threats they face.

The inner-directedness of policy makers points to one of the
ironies of international life: much of the effort made by defenders
to impart the appearance of credibility to their commitments is
probably wasted because challengers may not pay much attention to
them. Even when they do, they may distort or simply not under-
stand the signals being directed their way. Cultural, contextual, and
organizational barriers to interpretation abound, not to speak of
motivated biases on the part of policy makers already committed to
proceeding with a challenge.

Efforts to deter challenges by making visible preparations to
defend against them may also have the reverse effect. They may
appear as harbingers of aggressive intentions in the eyes of the
target state and prompt it to expand or improve its own military
capability. The resulting arms race, search for allies, and com-
petition in risk taking may bring about the very conflict that deter-
rent policies set out to avoid. Deterrence may also be self-defeating
in situations where geographic or strategic considerations permit
the security of one adversary only at the expense of the other. Here,
efforts by one side to look after its defense may succeed only in
increasing the security anxieties of both.

The reality of international relations is less ordered, less com-
prehensible, more contradictory, and more unpredictable than
deterrence theory admits. A more realistic attempt to describe the
causes of international conflict and to offer guidance to statesmen
for coping with their manifestations must take all these disturbing
realities into account. To do so, it must sacrifice the elegance of
abstract theory in favor of a more elaborate array of hypotheses
based on careful empirical research.
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