
RATIONAL DETERRENCE: 
Theory and Evidence 

By ROBERT JERVIS* 

AMONG the most important questions in social science are the 
causes and effects of threats and force.' In international politics we 

are particularly interested in when threats protect the state and when, by 
contrast, they set off a spiral of counterthreats that leave both sides worse 
off than they would have been had the state adopted an alternative pol- 
icy.2 Scholars and statesmen would find the problem easy if the effects 
were invariant, i.e., if a properly constructed policy of threats always pro- 
tected the state, as it might have protected Britain and France in the 
I930s, or if threats always proved ineffective or provocative, as may have 
been the case before World War I.3 But in fact both threats and concilia- 
tion can produce the very consequences they were designed to avoid. 

Of less concern to statesmen than to scholars are methodological de- 
bates over the relative advantages of deduction and induction4 and the 
merits of theorizing based on the assumption that actors' behavior can be 

* I am grateful to David Baldwin, Helen Milner, Kenneth Oye, Robert Shapiro, and Jack 
Snyder for comments and suggestions. 

For an assessment of the relevant evidence from outside international politics considered 
within the frameworks developed by studies of international deterrence, see Paul Stern et al., 
eds., Perspectives on Deterrence (New York: Oxford University Press, forthcoming). 

2 For an extended discussion, see Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International 
Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, I976), chap. 3. Also see Aaron Wildavsky, 
"Practical Consequences of the Theoretical Study of Defense Policy," Public Administration 
Review 25 (March i965), 90-I03. For a recent summary of the evidence, see Martin Patchen, 
Resolving Disputes Between Nations: Coercion or Conciliation? (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, i988). A complicating factor is that many abstract and seemingly historical or scientific 
arguments are driven by political preferences because debates about deterrence are central to 
American foreign policy. Thus many disagreements about the origins of World Wars I and 
II or Khrushchev's rationality in putting missiles in Cuba are not purely academic. 

3 These cases are more complicated than the stereotypes commonly used by political sci- 
entists. See Robert Jervis, "War and Misperception," Journal of Interdisciplinary History i8 
(Spring 1988), 685-88; Patrick Glynn, "The Sarajevo Fallacy," National Interest, No. 9 (Fall 
i987), 3-32; Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein, "Beyond Deterrence,"Journal of So- 
cial Issues 43, No. 4 (i988), 33-35- 

4 See, for example, Oran R. Young, "Professor Russett: Industrious Tailor to a Naked Em- 
peror," World Politics 2I (April i969), 486-5I I; Bruce Russett, "The Young Science of Inter- 
national Politics," World Politics 22 (October i969), 87-94; Klaus Knorr and James Rosenau, 
eds., Contending Approaches to International Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
i969), esp. Marion Levy, Jr., "'Does It Matter If He's Naked?' Bawled the Child." 
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best interpreted as though they were seeking to maximize their subjective 
expected utilities (SEU).5 In these debates, of course, much depends on 
whether a particular method is identified as one of several that are useful 
or as the only useful method. Furthermore, as Christopher Achen and 
Duncan Snidal note,6 methods differ in their utility depending on the 
specific questions being asked and the part of the scientific process under 
consideration. Most obviously, without case studies we can have no evi- 
dence. Even if deductive models are parsimonious, rigorous, and produce 
fascinating propositions, they will remain little more than toys unless they 
can be verified. 

When considering SEU, we must remember that the utilities and ex- 
pected consequences of alternative policies are exogenous. Before SEU can 
tell us much, then, we have to tell it a great deal. We must, for instance, 
specify what situation the actor thinks he is facing, how he ranks his 
goals, what options he perceives, and how he thinks others are likely to 
react. Case studies have devoted much effort to determining the states- 
man's beliefs about his environment and adversaries and how and why 
he formed them, as well as to identifying common errors of procedure 
and substance. 

The choice between the deductive approach and one that builds on 
case studies involves a trade-off between rigor and richness. A deductive 
theory must miss many facets of any individual case; the study of all the 
complexities of any specific example will fall short on generalization and 
perhaps on the confidence with which causal relationships can be estab- 
lished. In part, the choice is a matter of individual taste. But it may also 
reflect a judgment-or an intuition- about how regular the world is: 

5 Good reviews of these kinds of theories are Paul Schoemaker, "The Expected Utility 
Model: Its Variants, Purposes, Evidence and Limitations," Journal of Economic Literature 20 
(June i982), 529-63; and Mark Machina, "Choice Under Uncertainty: Problems Solved and 
Unsolved," Economic Perspectives i (Summer i987), I2I-54. Debates about this approach are 
not unique to political science. In anthropology the argument is joined, for example, by Mar- 
shall Sahlins, Stone Age Economics (New York: Aldine, 1972) and Marvin Harris, Cultural 
Materialism: The Strugglefor a Science of Culture (New York: Random House, I979). A recent 
summary of the arguments between psychologists and economists in the latter's own field can 
be found in the special issue of The Journal of Business 59 (October i986). For the arguments 
in sociology, see Paul Hirsch, Stuart Michaels, and Ray Friedman, "'Dirty Hands' Versus 
'Clean Models': Is Sociology in Danger of Being Seduced by Economics?" Theory and Society 
i6 (May i987), 3I7-36. Also, see Mark Gravovetter, "Economic Action and Social Structure: 
The Problem of Indebtedness," American Journal of Sociology 9 I (November i985), 48i-5 I0. 
Also see Brian Barry, Sociologists, Economists, and Democracy (Chicago: University of Chi- 
cago Press, 1978). For the purposes of this article, I will equate rationality with probability- 
utility calculus, as most authors do, but this glosses over the question of whether it is always 
rational to choose by this criterion. Doing so, for example, could mean following a policy that 
entailed some chance of enormous loss, and we might not want to say that a person who chose 
a safer policy with a lower expected utility was violating the tenets of all rational models. 

6 Achen and Snidal, "Rational Deterrence Theory and Comparative Case Studies," World 
Politics 4I (January i989), 156-59. 
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whether the phenomena we are most interested in more closely resemble 
clouds or clocks.7 Similarly, employing SEU theories implies that there is 
a method in what seems like madness; those who reject this approach 
often have a very different sense of the patterns of human behavior. 

It is often said that case studies are atheoretical in that they cannot gen- 
erate new and powerful ideas. This gives them both too much and too 
little credit.8 On the one hand, the implication is that the scholar looks at 
the evidence without any preconceptions and expectations that could dis- 
tort her findings. But of course this cannot be: without previously formed 
ideas, no one could make any sense of the world. On the other hand, find- 
ing causal links in one case-or, to be more accurate, thinking one has 
found them- not only leads to the expectation that they may be operating 
in other cases, but can generate new propositions about, for example, the 
other conditions that might produce the same effect or the alternative 
consequences of the independent variables under different circumstances. 
The line between induction and deduction is often blurred; the under- 
standing produced by case studies leads to conditional and probabilistic 
deductions about how statesmen are expected to behave. 

These subjects are obviously too large and complex to be fully covered 
here, so my treatment will be selective. After making some distinctions, I 
will sketch the impediments to developing an expected utility model of 
deterrence and then turn to the use of case studies, first looking at the 
biases in case selection and then discussing what has been learned by 
studying deterrence failures. The central question here is whether these 
findings can be explained by a rational theory. Some of them can be, al- 
though such a theory would be quite different from our standard models 
of deterrence. Others are incompatible with even a reformulated SEU the- 
ory. 

DEBATES AND DISTINCTIONS 

The debates mentioned in the previous paragraphs overlap only in 
part. First, deductive theorizing and expected utility models are not nec- 

7See Gabriel Almond and Stephen Genco, "Clouds, Clocks, and the Study of Politics," 
World Politics 29 (July I977), 489-522, and Albert Hirschman, "The Search for Paradigms as 
a Hindrance to Political Understanding," World Politics 22 (April I970), 329-43. 

8 For good discussions, see Harry Eckstein, "Case Study and Theory in Political Science," 
in Fred Greenstein and Nelson Polsby, eds., Handbook of Political Science, Vol. 7 (Reading, 
MA: Addison-Wesley, I975), 79-I37; Alexander L. George and Timothy McKeown, "Case 
Studies and Theories of Organizational Decision-Making," in Robert Coulam and Richard 
Smith, eds., Advances in Information Processing in Organizations, Vol. 2 (Greenwich, CT: JAI 
Press, i985), 21-58; Donald Campbell, " 'Degrees of Freedom' and the Case Study," Compar- 
ative Political Studies 8 (July I975), I78-93. 
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essarily the same. The latter can be applied to particular cases without 
attempting to generate new propositions. Indeed, much of history and 
political science consists of informal analysis along these lines. Scholars 
often seek to understand the goals, beliefs, and perceptions of decision 
makers that can make their policies intelligible, although applied to any 
single case the explanations must remain ad hoc and post hoc. Thus, 
much of the search for an explanation of why Khrushchev put missiles 
into Cuba has involved trying to discover whether he felt that there were 
great gains to be made (or losses to be avoided) by doing so, thus justifying 
considerable risk, or whether he believed that his actions were not partic- 
ularly risky either because the United States would acquiesce or because 
he would be able to control any dangers that might arise. 

The other side of this coin is that deductive theorizing need not assume 
rationality on the part of actors. Most theories in psychology are of this 
type. For example, cognitive dissonance, which posits that people seek to 
reduce psychological conflict after they have freely made an important 
decision, leads to many counterintuitive propositions. The attempts to 
model belief systems of people in general, people of a certain kind, or par- 
ticular individuals also fit into the category of deductive, but nonrational, 
theories.9 

Second, one should not equate expected utility arguments with the 
claim that all people will behave the same way in the same situation, that 
is, with arguments that ignore the individual level of analysis. If each per- 
son is rational, but has different values and means-ends beliefs, then be- 
havior will be idiosyncratic. Thus expected utility theories are not neces- 
sarily parsimonious: to yield predictions or explanations they often 
require a great deal of information about particular individuals and sit- 
uations. By contrast, prevalent irrationalities can produce strong and sim- 
ple patterns. 

Third, there is no simple relationship between methodological and 
substantive arguments. This is true in two senses. First, there is no inev- 
itable connection between an SEU theory and one that stresses the use and 
efficacy of threats. Economics thrives on SEU models. Conversely, a theory 
of deterrence need not assume rationality. Indeed, it is quite possible that 
threats would have been challenged much more frequently were states- 
men fully rational. The other's capability and credibility may be over- 
estimated without warrant, in part because of the factors discussed below 
that under other circumstances can undermine deterrence. Furthermore, 

9 See, for example, the path-breaking study by Robert Abelson and Milton Rosenberg, 
"Symbolic Psycho-logic," Behavioral Science 3 (January I958), 1-13. Artificial intelligence 
models are in this tradition. 
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in some cases a small chance that an assertive policy could lead to war 
may deter, even though such caution is not easily squared with the rest of 
the state's values and behavior. Indeed, it is often argued incorrectly, I 
believelo-that nuclear deterrence of attacks on a state's allies (known as 
"extended deterrence") is incompatible with full rationality. Second, al- 
though the use of case-study methodology may call rational theories into 
question, this is not always the case. Indeed, several of Alexander George 
and Richard Smoke's findings, particularly that deterrence can fail when 
challengers are able to design around threats, to usefaits accomplish, or to 
exert controlled pressure, can be folded into a sufficiently complex ra- 
tional theory." 

Finally, we must not equate failures of a deterrence policy with failures 
of deterrence theory.12 Most obviously, the failure of a deterrent that was 
badly designed or implemented would not falsify the theory, although it 
would raise the question of why the state produced such a suboptimal 
policy. Furthermore, a state can rationally choose to fight a war it thinks 
it will probably lose if the gains of winning and/or the costs of alternative 
policies are great enough.'3 Similarly, deterrence successes do not confirm 
the theory if they occur under circumstances in which the theory indi- 
cates they should fail.'4 Parallel reasoning shows that successful policies 
are not necessarily the product of rational processes nor can they always 
be accounted for by rational theories; failures similarly do not prove ir- 
rationality. To take just the simplest case, wild gambles sometimes pay 
off, and policies that are optimal can prove disastrous in any particular 
case. 

RATIONAL DETERRENCE THEORIES 

The first step in judging the validity of rational deterrence theory (RDT) 
is to establish whether it is intended to be descriptive, prescriptive, or 
both.'5 If prescriptive, it says what actors should do to maximize their 

lo See Robert Jervis, "Deterrence Theory Revisited," World Politics 3I (January I979), 299- 

30I, and The Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, i984). 
Alexander L. George and Richard Smoke, Deterrence in American Fore'gn Policy (New 

York: Columbia University Press, I974), 5I9-33. As Achen and Snidal (fn. 6) note, however, 
these propositions were reached inductively. 

12For further discussion, see Achen and Snidal (fn. 6), I52; Richard Ned Lebow, "De- 
terrence: A Political and Psychological Critique," in Stern (fn. i); George Quester, "Some 
Thoughts on 'Deterrence Failures,' " ibid. 

3 Jervis (fn. 3), 677-79- 
14 For further discussion, see George and Smoke, "Deterrence and Foreign Policy," World 

Politics 41 (January I 989), 170-82. 
15 Achen and Snidal's assertion that RDT has influenced policy then implies that it could not 

previously explain it: Achen and Snidal (fn. 6), 153. For a discussion of the alternative pur- 
poses of SEU models, see Schoemaker (fn. 5), 538-4I. 
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utility, but this says nothing about how they actually behave. In micro- 
economics, SEU theories can be both descriptive and prescriptive because 
of the argument that only those who behave in accordance with them can 
flourish. In international politics, the argument is even less convincing be- 
cause the number of actors is much smaller, thus diminishing the power 
of the evolutionary logic.'6 Indeed, many RDT writings are clearly meant 
to influence statesmen, which implies that their behavior does not-or at 
least did not follow the prescriptions.'7 The case-study literature, by 
contrast, is explicitly descriptive and explanatory, but usually implies that 
better results would have followed if statesmen had behaved differently. 
Indeed, as we shall see below, it often argues that deterrence is worse as 
prescription than as description: many misfortunes are attributed to 
statesmen following a particular version of it. 

A related ambiguity is the level at which RDT applies: does it deal with 
national behavior, international outcomes, or both? If the former, what 
assumptions are the actors making about how the other will react? In 
some cases, effective behavior is premised on the adversary making an 
error, if not behaving irrationally. SEU and game theory may be compat- 
ible, but they are not identical. Turning to outcomes, it is clear that what 
is rational for the individual may be bad for the collective; the Prisoners' 
Dilemma further shows that if two people are rational, they can each be 
worse off than they would have been had both been irrational. If both 
sides act on RDT, will each be better off than if it had behaved differently? 

Indeed, because it deals with strategic interaction, RDT may not be able 
to predict exactly how a state should behave or what international out- 
comes actions will produce. It is then hard to develop verifiable proposi- 
tions from the theories. Economists have not been able to model the be- 
havior of oligopolists nearly as deterministically as they have that of the 
wheat farmer facing a market he cannot influence. The game of Chicken 

i6 But see Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 
I979). The application of the idea of evolutionary dynamics is not entirely straightforward. 
Traits with survival value do not automatically appear; they can survive even if they lack such 
value. A great deal depends on the harshness of the environment and the competition. For 
good discussions of evolution and SEU models, see Richard Nelson and Sydney Winter, An 
Evolutionary Theory of Economic Change (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, i982), and 
Timothy McKeown, "The Limitations of 'Structural' Theories of Commercial Policy," Inter- 
national Organization 40 (Winter i986), 52-55. 

17 Whether prescriptive, descriptive, or both, it is often unclear whether the claim is that 
the policy is an appropriate way to reach the person's goals or the best way to do so. The latter 
and stronger claim is obviously extremely difficult to verify since doing so requires comparing 
the results of the policy with those imputed to alternatives-in one version those policies the 
person thought of and in another version all those that could have been adopted. A strict inter- 
pretation of SEU would imply that the policy is the best one; most tests in social science more 
modestly seek to demonstrate that the policy is adequate for the goals. 
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does not have a determinant solution; in many situations game theory 
prescribes a mixed or randomized strategy. Of course game theory yields 
great insights into how actors try to out-think and out-bluff each other, 
but the competitive and variable-sum nature of the situation means that 
scholars cannot produce deductions on the model: "In situation X the ac- 
tor always should (or will) do Y." We can try to show that the actors' cal- 
culations are consistent with deterrence, but this requires looking into the 
"black box" of decision making.,8 

At this point, however, the greatest difficulty in assessing RDT is deter- 
mining exactly what it is. As Achen and Snidal note, the general assump- 
tions of SEU can yield an enormous number of substantive theories. There 
is, then, no one RDT: one can argue that there are at least as many theories 
as there are authors or that there are no theories because no one has de- 
veloped one with sufficient rigor. Achen and Snidal's brief substantive 
discussion of deterrence illustrates the problem.'9 While it is true that 
some rational deterrence theorists have pointed to "the negative aspect of 
defensive systems such as civil defense, the ABM, and SDI," others reject 
this position, arguing that, unless the United States retains some ability to 
protect itself, its threats will lack credibility.20 The disagreement is partly 
rooted in differences about the posture that is best for a country like the 
United States that needs to protect not only its homeland but also its al- 
lies. It is also caused by discrepant views of the goals and beliefs of the 
Soviet Union questions that lie outside a general theory of deterrence. 
But what is important in this context is that both points of view can be 
modeled as RDTS. 

This ambiguity makes the theory extremely hard to disconfirm. Are 
we to count the Reagan administration's advocacy of SDI as evidence 
against the validity of rational deterrence? Is the fact if it is a fact that 
the Soviet Union does not appreciate the virtues of mutual vulnerability 
evidence that the arms and doctrine of at least one of the superpowers 
cannot be explained by this theory? Is RDT confirmed by the fact that the 
Russians withdrew their missiles from Cuba, or disconfirmed because 
they deployed them in the first place and were able to exact some 
concessions from the United States as the price for withdrawal? 

18 A good summary of relevant literature is Robert Wilson, "Deterrence in Oligopolistic 
Competition," in Stern et al., eds. (fn. i). 

'9 Achen and Snidal (fn. 6), 153. 
20 See, for example, Albert Wohlstetter, "Swords Without Shields," National Interest, No. 

8 (Summer i987), 3I-57; Colin Gray, Nuclear Strategy and National Style (Lanham, MD: 
Hamilton Press, i986). Part of the explanation for this dispute is a disagreement on whether 
decision makers focus on relative or absolute gains and losses. See Jervis (fn. IO, i984), 59-63; 
Arthur Stein, Dilemmas of Interdependence: Logics of International Conflict and Cooperation, 
forthcoming. 
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EMPIRICAL CRITICISMS AND SECOND-WAVE DETERRENCE THEORY 

We need to distinguish between the kinds of RDT that could be devel- 
oped and those that have been most thoroughly discussed. Some of the 
criticisms raised by empirical studies2I are aimed at the former; many, 
however, are aimed at the latter. The best-known and best-developed 
RDT known as "classical" or "second-wave" deterrence theory22 
makes a number of restrictive assumptions unrelated to rationality. These 
include: the state's adversary is highly motivated to expand; the adversary 
understands that the state is defensive; and the leaders on both sides are 
concerned mainly with the external situation. This partly explains why 
the focus is on threats and so little role is foreseen for inducements. Many 
findings contradict these auxiliary assumptions but could be accommo- 
dated by a broader RDT. Thus, Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Stein have 
demonstrated that statesmen may adopt deterrence policies that are not 
in the national interest because they are acting on the basis of their do- 
mestic or personal interests. For example, one reason why Nehru main- 
tained the "forward policy" in i962 against credible threats by China to 
take disputed territory was that he had staked his domestic political for- 
tunes on standing firm.23 While this kind of behavior does not fit the 
second-wave model, and is likely to increase conflict, there is nothing 
necessarily irrational about it (although, as we will note below, domestic 
pressures often lead to severely biased information processing). 

Similarly, a rational theory can easily incorporate a second finding by 
the empirical critics: states may create a confrontation or go to war, not 
in the hope of making positive gains, but in order to avoid the losses that 
are foreseen unless they do SO.24 Expected utility theories of wars are 
sometimes summarized as asserting that states will fight only if the ex- 
pected gains are greater than the expected costs, i.e., that the state will not 
fight if it thinks the results will be worse than the status quo. But this is 
an error: there is no reason why the state should believe that a future 

21For convenience, I will treat these empirical studies as though the methods and results 
were entirely compatible with each other, which is not the case. 

22 For a discussion of the second wave, see Jervis (fn. I0, I979), 29I-30I. It should also be 
noted that, while these writings are generally called a theory, they do not meet strict criteria 
for this designation. 

23 See Richard Ned Lebow, Between Peace and War (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, i98i); Robert Jervis, Richard Ned Lebow, and Janice Gross Stein, Psychol- 
ogy and Deterrence (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, i985); Lebow and 
Stein (fn. 3). I am using the Nehru case, drawn from Richard Ned Lebow and Neville Max- 
well, India's China War (New York: Pantheon, I970), as a stylized illustration and am ignor- 
ing the complexities and ambiguities. 

24 For a similar argument, see Philip Tetlock, "Testing Deterrence Theory: Some Concep- 
tual and Methodological Issues,"Journal of Social Issues 43, No. 4 (i987), 85-92. 
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without a war will be like the status quo. If it expects the future to be 
better, it can rationally seek to avoid a war that it thinks would yield sig- 
nificant benefits; if it expects the status quo to deteriorate badly, it can 
rationally undertake a war whose expected utility is much less than zero. 
The Japanese decision to attack Pearl Harbor and the German decision 
to go to war in I9I4 may exemplify this type, although we should note 
again that this assumes the actors' probability and utility estimates, which 
in retrospect may appear to be bizarre. 

But although rationality need not be in question here, the standard for- 
mulations of deterrence are. When the losses that the state fears stem 
from the adversary's threats and hostility (indicating the presence of a spi- 
ral process), further threats from the latter will rarely reduce the conflict. 
Thus, while an SEU model could be appropriate, the use of second-wave 
deterrence prescriptions would not in fact maximize utility.25 

Nevertheless, one particular application of the idea that states could ra- 
tionally fight because they feared a deterioration of the status quo if they 
did not stands as a central insight of second-wave theorists. They stressed 
the problem of "crisis instability," i.e., the danger that one side would 
launch a first strike, not because it was aggressive or believed that war 
was preferable to peace, but because it was sure that the other side was 
about to attack and believed that striking first was better than striking 
second.26 Second-wave theorists could have broadened this insight into a 
general argument: a state defending the status quo must reassure the 
challenger that it is willing to respect the latter's vital interests, ensure 
that the adversary does not see it as aggressive, and minimize the security 
dilemma, i.e., minimize the extent to which the actions the state takes to 
increase its security decrease the adversary's security.27 That second-wave 
theorists did not do so is attributable less to their general theories of in- 
ternational politics than to their belief that the Soviet Union understood 
that American military advantage would only be used to enhance deter- 
rence, not to undermine Soviet security. 

25For this reason, Lebow and Stein argue that the resulting theory would not be one of 
deterrence: "Rational Deterrence Theory: I Think, Therefore I Deter," World Politics 4I 
(January i989), 212-14. Also see George and Smoke (fn. 14), i8i-82. 

26 The classic statements are Albert Wohlstetter, "The Delicate Balance of Terror," Foreign 
Affairs 37 (January I959), 2II-34, and Thomas Schelling, "The Reciprocal Fear of Surprise 
Attack," in Schelling, Strategy of Conflict (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, I 960), chap. 
9. Many previous wars developed because decision makers believed that the choice was be- 
tween "war now and war later": Warner Schilling et al., American Arms and a Changing Eu- 
rope (New York: Columbia University Press, I973), I72-74. For an argument that the main 
danger of such dynamics today is largely psychological, see Robert Jervis, Implications of the 
Nuclear Revolution (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, forthcoming), chap. 5. 

27 Indeed these points follow from a full SEU model: see John Mueller, Retreatfrom Dooms- 
day: The Obsolescence of Major War (New York: Basic Books, forthcoming). 
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Another finding is troublesome not only for the second-wave, but also 
for many other deterrence theories, even though rationality is again not 
at issue. The need for and possibilities of deterrence in peripheral areas 
depend in part on commitments being seen as interdependent. That is, 
the United States can credibly threaten to resist hostile moves anywhere 
because to refrain from doing so would undermine commitments 
throughout the globe. But it appears that others do not perceive commit- 
ments as so tightly linked and that the outcomes of confrontations are de- 
termined to a greater extent by each side's intrinsic interest in the issue at 
stake. The results can be modeled in terms of SEU, but many of the exten- 
sions of deterrence theory to low-level conflicts will have to be modified. 

To return to the framework elaborated in the opening paragraph, 
second-wave theorists were almost exclusively worried that deterrence 
would fail because a status quo power lacked the strength, skill, or resolve 
to resist, or, even more likely, that an expansionist would incorrectly be- 
lieve that the status quo power was weak in any of these ways, particu- 
larly the last-named. Theorists were not concerned that spirals of hostility 
and threat-perception could develop out of the unintended consequences 
of each side's behavior. Again, the reason is quite straightforward. Soviet 
expansionism was taken for granted. 

It is, of course, perfectly legitimate for a theory of deterrence to take 
hostility as a given. Any theory has to start somewhere, and policy based 
on second-wave theory may be well designed to deal with certain kinds 
of expansionist states. But RDTs have no diagnostics; they say nothing 
about how statesmen are to determine others' intentions28 and case stud- 
ies reveal that if the other side seeks mainly security, deterrence can fail 
through the development of conflict spirals.29 Second-wave theory may 
then provide a good description of American policy in the Cold War, but 
a misleading picture of the consequences of this policy. The United States 
may have used threats as the second wave recommends, but the results 
may have been to increase conflict and make the nation less secure. 

The problems of both theorizing and policy making would be much 
easier if there were only one source of deterrence failure. But since the 
state cannot easily determine the adversary's intentions and how it will 

28 For a further discussion, see George and Smoke (fn. I I), 77-78; George and Smoke (fn. 
14), i8i-82; Jervis (fn. 10, 1979). The use of the term "diagnostic" in George and Smoke (fn. 
14), i8o refers to the utility of deterrence theory in pointing out the situations in which deter- 
rence is likely to be challenged, but the theory cannot tell statesmen whether they are facing 
such a situation. 

29 This also was the main point of earlier critics of the second wave: see, for example, 
Charles Osgood, An Alternative to War or Surrender (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
I962). 
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react to what the state does, it must guard against both appeasement and 
provocation. Decision makers, then, confront more pitfalls and have a 
wider range of choices than is true in the situation contemplated by the 
second wave. An RDT could maintain a stress on threats and force, but 
claim to apply only when a status quo state is faced with a rational, ex- 
pansionist state. This would preserve much of the theory's power and 
parsimony at the cost of limiting its domain. Alternatively, RDT could be 
broadened to take account of a wider range of problems and more tools 
of statecraft. It could then cover more cases but would have to be much 
more complex. This complexity does not mean that rational and/or de- 
ductive theories are impossible, but the attempt to encompass both spiral 
and deterrence dynamics does mean that the resulting theory can neither 
be extremely parsimonious nor concerned predominantly with threats, 
force, and coercion.30 

The findings presented so far call into question important parts of 
second-wave deterrence theory and show that there are multiple patterns, 
but they leave untouched the basic claims of SEU. After a brief discussion 
of a methodological problem, we will discuss the case-study arguments 
that are inconsistent with both standard deterrence and rational models. 

BIAS IN CASE SELECTION 

Achen and Snidal have stressed that deterrence failures cannot be com- 
pletely understood by studying only instances in which they occur, a point 
that, while frequently noted in the abstract, has often been ignored.3' So- 
cial scientists generally begin and often end-their research by locating 
examples in which the outcome of interest has occurred and then looking 
back in time for factors that seem to be linked to the outcome. This pro- 
cedure tends to characterize studies of alliances, arms races, the procure- 
ment of weapons, civil unrest, and revolutions as well as of wars and de- 

30 Thus George has stressed the need to develop differentiated theories because cases are of 
different types: George and Smoke (fn. ii); Alexander L. George, Philip Farley, and Alex- 
ander Dallin, eds., U.S.-Soviet Security Cooperation (New York: Oxford University Press, 
i988), chaps. I and 29; George and Smoke (fn. I4), 170-73. (A parallel argument from an- 
other field is that "no single theory is capable of explaining international trade in all com- 
modities and at all times": Ali El-Agraa, The Theory of International Trade [London: Croom 
Helm, i983], 85; also see Robert Gilpin, The Political Economy of International Relations 
[Princeton: Princeton University Press, i987], I74-80.) For further discussion of why the the- 
ory would no longer be one of deterrence, see Lebow and Stein (fn. 25). 

3 Achen and Snidal (fn. 6), i60-63; also see Lebow and Stein (fn. 3), 7-8; George and 
Smoke (fn. I I), 5i6-I7; Jervis, Lebow, and Stein (fn. 23), i3; Jervis (fn. 2), 368-70; Arid Levite, 
Intelligence and Strategic Surprises (New York: Columbia University Press, i987), 23-24. In 
The War Trap (New Haven: Yale University Press, i98i), Bruce Bueno de Mesquita argues 
that social science should seek only necessary conditions, in which case the problem does not 
arise. The limitations of this approach are obvious, however. 
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terrence failures. It can neither yield information on the relative 
frequency of these events nor prove that the variables that are associated 
with the outcome are more than necessary conditions. That is, these var- 
iables may be present in many cases in which the outcome is different; 
indeed, in principle they could be universal. 

Case selection in studies of deterrence failures presents some special 
problems. Even comparing cases in which crises led to war to those in 
which they did not will not cover all the relevant issues: while the latter 
are examples of success in what Patrick Morgan calls "immediate deter- 
rence, in which the challenge is resisted without violence, they also are 
failures of "general deterrence," in which deterrence did not prevent the 
crisis from arising in the first place.32 Even if we can determine the factors 
that discriminate between the failure and success of immediate deter- 
rence, we cannot extend the argument to general deterrence. The very 
fact that a case of immediate deterrence arises means that the defender 
thought he had a defensible position and the challenger thought that he 
could get his way by force or coercion. The determinants of whether 
these conflicting expectations can be reconciled without violence are 
likely to be very different from the determinants of whether they develop 
at all.33 

We may want to examine cases of successful general deterrence in or- 
der to estimate its success rate and determine what distinguishes successes 
from failures. Because we want to judge the influence of threats by asking 
what the outcome would have been if circumstances or policy had been 
different, we need either hypothetical or real comparisons. Lebow and 
Stein make a good start at using the former,34 but the enterprise is ob- 
viously extremely difficult. Studying real cases of success is not much eas- 
ier. It is not clear what the relevant sample should be. For example, if we 
examine only cases in which one state had a marked desire to challenge 
another, we exclude cases in which deterrence suppressed this desire. 
Neither is it obvious how often cases should be counted. If country A is 
deterred from attacking B for io years should this be one success, IO suc- 
cesses (one for each year), or 3,650 (one for each day)? From this it follows 
that we probably could not calculate a success rate. 

But, at least for some purposes, these computations are not necessary. 
We may care less about how often deterrence fails than how it fails. The 

32 Morgan, Deterrence: A Conceptual Analysis (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage, I977), 3 I-43. 
33 Paul Huth and Bruce Russett, "Deterrence Failure and Crisis Escalation," International 

Studies Quarterly 32 (March i988), at 30, acknowledge this, but some of their analysis then 
proceeds as though this were not the case, as the students in my graduate seminar pointed out 
to me. 

34 Lebow and Stein (fn. 3), 33-36. 
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reason is twofold. First, a strong form of RDT is falsified if there are any 
cases in which the conditions posited as necessary and sufficient for de- 
terrence are met and yet deterrence fails. Granted, one can argue that 
even the most rigorous social science theory is only probabilistic, but it is 
not clear that such an approach is compatible with the basic assumptions 
of SEU.35 Second, a concern with how crises and wars have occurred in the 
past and might occur in the future leads us to ask why statesmen un- 
dertake seemingly self-defeating actions like challenging powerful, cred- 
ible commitments or taking positions that cannot be sustained. For this 
purpose, frequencies are irrelevant although comparisons are still re- 
quired. 

The focus on immediate deterrence both successes as well as fail- 
ures is troublesome, however, because it can lead us to miss perhaps 
the most important feature of the last quarter century: the paucity of su- 
perpower crises. Whether this has been caused by the potency of general 
deterrence, the "maturing" of either or both sides, or a decline in the con- 
flict of interest between them is difficult to determine. But these questions 
cannot even be asked when we look only at how conflicts are resolved 
rather than at how often they occur. We have numberless books and ar- 
ticles on the Cuban missile crisis and almost none on the fact that this was 
the last such confrontation. Policy, as well as scholarship, has suffered as 
elites and the general public have not had to consider whether their stan- 
dard beliefs about the Soviet Union and the Cold War should be called 
into question by the lack of Soviet challenges. It might also be noted that 
the common failure to notice nonevents-dogs that do not bark can 
only be explained by psychological biases such as those examined below; 
rational decision makers would see their significance. 

GCENERALIZATIONS FROM CASE STUDIES 

What have we learned from the case studies? To begin with, there ap- 
pear to be real limits to our ability to generalize. Idiosyncracies are many 
and powerful; similar outcomes can be reached by many different paths 
and apparently similar initial conditions do not always yield the same re- 
sults.36 Partly for this reason and partly because of the limitations of the 
existing research, what we have now is more a list than a tight theory. But 
it is not without structure and coherence. Many of the generalizations 
produced by the case studies are linked; the inferred processes can gen- 

35See George and Smoke (fn. 14), 179. 

3' See George and Smoke (fn. '4), 173-74 and George, Farley, and Dallin (fn. 30), 5, 11-12. 
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crate additional propositions; and the arguments apply to a wide range of 
problems in addition to deterrence and deterrence failures. For example, 
the suboptimal decision making that produced the Challenger disaster 
and the shooting down of an Iranian airliner by the American warship 
Vincennes is anticipated by these findings. 

Because most of these generalizations are familiar and space is limited, 
I will only sketch them, omitting supporting evidence.37 They fall into 
three categories. The first deals with cognitive limitations on information 
processing, the second with what can be called "motivated biases," and 
the third stems from the fact that policy is often made and almost always 
implemented not by individuals but by organizations. 

First, because the world is very complex and people's information-pro- 
cessing capabilities are sharply limited, we must all employ a number of 
"short-cuts to rationality," including many that go beyond those origi- 
nally specified by Herbert Simon.38 The beliefs people hold and the infer- 
ences they draw do not change quickly in response to information they 
receive; people statesmen, scientists, and individuals in their everyday 
lives tend to act in accordance with theories they already subscribe to 
rather than to fresh data. 

A second cognitive bias is that beliefs tend to be strongly influenced by 
historical analogies to recent important cases that the person or his coun- 
try has experienced firsthand. American policy in the Cold War-and 
second-wave deterrence theory cannot be understood apart from the 
experience of Hitler. 

Third, the role of accidents and confusion tends to be underestimated. 
Other states and alliances tend to be seen as much more centralized than 
they actually are. 

Fourth, rather than integrating many values, without realizing it peo- 
ple often decide on the basis of a single important value dimension. 

Fifth, the way states view others' capabilities and intentions is often 
strongly influenced by the way they view their own role and situation. 
What they think of themselves is a reference point by which they judge 
much else in the world. 

A second set of generalizations deals with motivated biases, i.e., devia- 
tions from what is usually considered rationality that stem not from 

37Supporting evidence and detailed arguments can be found in Glenn Snyder and Paul 
Diesing, Conflict Among Nations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, I977); George and 
Smoke (fn. ii); Morgan (fn. 32); Lebow (fn. 23); Jervis (fn. 2); Jervis, Lebow, and Stein (fn. 
23); Alexander L. George, David Hall, and William Simons, The Limits of Coercive Diplomacy 
(Boston: Little, Brown, I971); Irving Janis and Leon Mann,Decision Mating (New York: Free 
Press, I977); and Ralph White, Fearful Warriors (New York: Free Press, i984). 

38 Simon, Models of Man (New York: Wiley, I957). 
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purely cognitive limitations, but from psychological pressures and needs. 
Some of these overlap the cognitive biases and produce parallel or rein- 
forcing effects. 

First, and linked to the last cognitive bias, statesmen like to think well 
of their countries. They therefore believe that others will understand that 
they are following approved standards of international conduct and are 
not threatening others' legitimate interests. 

Second, and related to the fourth cognitive bias, people tend to mini- 
mize perceived value trade-offs. A person who believes that a policy is 
better than the alternatives on one value dimension is likely to believe that 
it is better on other important, although logically unrelated, dimensions 
as well. In this way people develop views of the environment that avoid 
the psychological pain of believing that, for example, they must endanger 
large numbers of innocent lives in order to defend their nation's interests. 

Third, and related to the previous point, when statesmen feel that the 
alternatives are bleak, they are likely to exaggerate the chances that the 
chosen policy will succeed. Furthermore, they will not gather the infor- 
mation or perform the analyses that could indicate that this policy is likely 
to fail. 

Fourth, although the evidence on this point is slight, it seems that the 
pressures to misperceive the environment in comforting ways are greatest 
when the person is facing severe losses and/or when he is strongly influ- 
enced by a value that he would rather not recognize (e.g., his political 
stake). 

The third set of generalizations brings out the role of domestic politics 
and organizational behavior, the latter of particular importance for how 
policies are implemented. 

First, domestic politics and coalition building provide some of the ex- 
planation for why states become expansionist.39 The state is not a unified 
actor and policies that treat it as one may be less than optimally effective.40 

Second, policies are often implemented in ways that are very different 
from those ordered and expected by the decision makers. Statesmen often 
fail to realize this and thus are ignorant-or, worse yet, misinformed- 
about what has been done in the name of their state. Sometimes this can 

39 The best treatment is Jack Snyder, Myths of Empire: Domestic Politics and Strategic Ideol- 
ogy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, forthcoming). 

40 Recent studies of the origins and termination of the World War II conflict between 
America and Japan show in fascinating detail the opportunities that were missed when one 
country failed to perceive the nature of the coalitional struggles within its adversary: see Mi- 
chael Barnhart,Japan Preparesfor Total War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, i987), and 
Leon Sigal, Fighting to a Finish: The Politics of War Termination in the United States and Japan, 
I945 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, i988). 
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strengthen deterrence; in other cases it will defeat it. Generally, these 
mechanisms increase both the extent to which each side sees the other as 
hostile and the chance that events will escape control.4' 

What are some of the implications of these findings for deterrence? 
First, in almost no interactions do two adversaries understand each 
other's goals, fears, means-ends beliefs, and perceptions. Empathy is dif- 
ficult and usually lacking.42 As a result, states sometimes fail to deploy 
threats that would benefit them and on other, probably more numerous, 
occasions employ threats that provoke rather than deter. States often un- 
derestimate the desperation that their adversaries feel and incorrectly be- 
lieve that the others do not see them as a threat. Thus the interaction of 
the two sides' policies can increase conflict unnecessarily. 

Second, the adversary will miss or misperceive many of the state's sig- 
nals. The fine-tuning of policies and the subtle bargaining tactics that 
would be called for in a world of clear communication cannot work in 
our world; policies based on the assumption that they can will be ineffec- 
tive if not counterproductive.43 

Third, commitments by one actor that are objectively clear and credi- 
ble (as measured by the perceptions of disinterested third parties) may not 
be perceived by another. Furthermore, in these cases the state making the 
commitment or threat is not likely to grasp the other's perceptions, be- 
lieving instead that the other correctly understands the situation. The 
state is therefore likely to predict and interpret the other's behavior 
wrongly, thus defeating deterrence and increasing conflict. 

Fourth, actors tend to overestimate the potency of threats and under- 
estimate the utility of rewards and reassurances. 

Fifth, threats and conciliation generally need to be combined, but their 
optimal mixture and timing is extremely difficult, in part because it de- 
pends on the adversary's goals and perceptions, which are hard for the 
state to discern.44 

Sixth, the success of immediate deterrence can weaken general deter- 

4'See, for example, Graham Allison, Essence of Decision (Boston: Little, Brown, I971); 
Richard Ned Lebow, Nuclear Crisis Management (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, I987); 
Scott Sagan, "Nuclear Alerts and Crisis Management," International Security 9 (Spring I985), 
99-I39; Jervis (fn. 26), chap. 3. 

42 For conflicting arguments about the relative frequency of the errors of mirror-imaging 
and lack of empathy, see Walter Laqueur, A World of Secrets (New York: Basic Books, I985), 
I90-94, 272-77; White (fn. 37), i60-67; Robert Jervis, "Beyond What the Facts Will Bear," 
InternationalJournal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence I (Spring i986), I46-48. 

43 For a nice example, see Wallace Thies, When Governments Collide (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, i980). 

44See George, Hall, and Simons (fn. 37); Snyder and Diesing (fn. 37); Jervis (fn. I0, I979); 

Janice Stein, "Deterrence and Reassurance," in Philip Tetlock et al., eds., Behavior, Society, 
and Nuclear War, Vol. 2 (New York: Oxford University Press, forthcoming). 
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rence in the future by increasing the loser's grievances, convincing it that 
the state is a grave menace, increasing its incentives to stand firm in the 
next confrontation, or even leading it to fight in order to change a situa- 
tion which has become intolerable or is expected to deteriorate.45 Success- 
ful coercion may encourage the other side to build up its arms. It is pos- 
sible, for example, that U.S. nuclear threats in the Taiwan straits crises of 
1954-1955 and 1958 may have contributed to China's decision to develop 
nuclear weapons and that its more muted threats to India in 1971 may 
have similarly affected that country's decision to proceed with a nuclear 
test. 

WHAT CANNOT BE EXPLAINED BY A RATIONAL THEORY 

The central question here is whether the empirical findings can be ex- 
plained by an RDT, albeit one that has not yet been developed. The answer 
may turn in part on whether SEU takes the actors' beliefs as givens, as it 
does goals and utilities, or asks if they are reasonable.46 For example, can 
we construct an SEU account of a person who eats three pounds of broccoli 
a day in the belief that this wards off dragons? What if the U.S. policy of 
intervening in countries like the Dominican Republic and Vietnam 
makes sense on the premise that the revolutions there were Soviet-in- 
spired and that their success would undermine U.S. influence around the 
world, but we think that these expectations are not only false, but clearly 
contradicted by the evidence? Can we apply SEU if the policy fails year 
after year because the supporting beliefs are consistently incorrect? It will 
be difficult to verify the theory if we are required to judge whether the 
beliefs are reasonable, but if we accept all beliefs, however outrageous, we 
will have stretched the theory at the expense of common sense and utility. 
Furthermore, in order to argue that the behavior made sense in terms of 
SEU we may have to ignore people's accounts of their own reasons and 
goals. For example, if U.S. policy had the effect of consistently increasing 
radicalism and anti-U.S. feeling in the third world, would we judge it as 
rational if statesmen told us that their intention was exactly the opposite? 

Putting aside the rationality of the substance of the beliefs, it can be 
claimed that the cognitive biases are consistent with rational behavior 
properly understood.47 Information and information processing are costs; 

45 For a parallel argument, see George and Smoke (fn. 14), 182. 

46 For discussions of this issue, see Jon Elster, "Introduction," in Elster, ed., Rational Choice 
(New York: New York University Press, i986), 4-5, I3-i6; Barry O'Neill, "Game Theory and 
the Study of the Deterrence of War," in Stern (fn. i); Lebow and Stein (fn. 25), 2i6-i8. 

47 The familiar analogy to athletes, put forward by Milton Friedman and Leonard Savage, 
"The Utility Analysis of Choices Involving Risk," Journal of Political Economy 56 (August 
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people maximize utility when this is taken into consideration.48 Thus SEU 

is not disturbed by the fact that people maintain incorrect beliefs that sup- 
port failing policies well past the point at which they have sufficient in- 
formation that would reveal this failure to anyone not committed to those 
beliefs at the outset. A full consideration of each bit of new information 
and the constant reconsideration of images and beliefs would be impos- 
sibly costly. Although second-wave theory is disturbed by, for example, 
the case in which an objectively credible threat is ignored because the per- 
ceiver did not expect it, an SEU account considering information-process- 
ing costs would not be. 

This argument has some value, but the stretching of the normal mean- 
ing of subjective utility maximization is not its only problem. First, it as- 
sumes that people somehow stop gathering and processing information 
just at the point at which the costs outweigh the expected gains. It is not 
clear how this point could be estimated indeed trying to do so would 
itself be very costly. Second, this argument implies that cognitive biases 
should operate much less when the decision is very important; but this 
has not been demonstrated.49 Indeed, it has been studies of crucial choices 
that have revealed the role of these biases. Neither Japan in 1941 nor Neh- 
ru's India in i962 gathered a great deal of information on how their ad- 
versaries would be likely to react. Similarly, although much of Britain's 
policy during the 1930s rested on beliefs about the efficacy of strategic 
bombardment, the supporting analyses were few and weak.50 Third, it is 
far from clear that this approach can capture all the shortcuts to ration- 
ality that operate, let alone anticipate ones not yet discovered. For exam- 
ple, this explanation probably cannot account for the methods by which 
people see a case as fitting into a general category and the different 

I 948) and Achen and Snidal (fn. 6), i64, does not really help. Statesmen act in a realm of much 
greater complexity, deal with many fewer instances, and only rarely receive unambiguous 
feedback. For a discussion of the more interesting issue of whether information-processing 
biases and fallacies really can be considered deviations from rationality, see L. Jonathan 
Cohen, "Can Human Irrationality be Experimentally Demonstrated?" Behavioral and Brain 
Sciences 4 (September i98i), 3I7-3i, and the comments, ibid., 33I-70. For an SEU model that 
takes information-processing costs into account, see Paul Anderson and Timothy McKeown, 
"Changing Aspirations, Limited Attention, and War," World Politics 40 (October i987), I-29. 

48 William Riker and Peter Ordeshook, An Introduction to Positive Political Theory (Engle- 
wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, I973); Anthony Downs, An Economic Theory of Democracy 
(New York: Harper & Row, I957). Also see Jervis (fn. 2), chap. 4. 

49 For some relevant findings, see David Sears and Jonathan Freedman, "Selective Expo- 
sure to Information: A Critical Review," Public Opinion Quarterly 3I (Summer i967), I94-213; 

William McGuire, "Selective Exposure: A Summing Up," in Robert Abelson et al., eds., The- 
ories of Cognitive Consistency (Chicago: Rand McNally, i968), 797-800; Philip Tetlock, "Ac- 
countability: The Neglected Social Context of Judgment and Choice," in Barry M. Staw and 
L. L. Cummings, eds., Research in Organizational Behavior, Vol. 7 (Greenwich, CT: JAI Press, 
I985). 

5? Robert Jervis, "Deterrence and Perception," International Security 7 (Winter i982/83), I4- 

I7. 
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weights that people give to different kinds of information. Nor can it ac- 
count for the fact that people deny the validity of many of the laws of 
probability.51 

Of course one reply is that none of this is relevant: we want a model 
that will match most of the states' behavior, not reconstruct the decision- 
making process. But it is hard to see how SEU will in fact succeed in doing 
so in light of the influences we have listed. Not only do we observe states- 
men failing to pay attention to factors necessary for rational calculation, 
but in many instances the reasoning processes they report which track 
nicely with laboratory results in which people actually make choices 
involve errors of inference and calculation. Only if these were somehow 
to cancel out could the results fit with SEU. Indeed, one must wonder 
whether intricate and counterintuitive SEU arguments can explain states- 
men's behavior. Decision makers will only adopt courses of action that 
they expect to be effective; if the likely advantages can only be discovered 
or demonstrated with the aid of complex mathematics it would seem un- 
likely that statesmen would see the advantages of the behavior. Further- 
more, in many cases, the other side's perceptions are crucial. Thus if we 
could show that, contrary to what is almost universally believed, a certain 
situation or tactic should give the state a bargaining advantage, this will 
actually be true only if the other side realizes it and so in fact is more will- 
ing to make concessions when faced with that situation or tactic. 

The argument that people's behavior can be explained by assuming 
that they act as though they were rational may cope somewhat better with 
motivated biases. When these operate, the external environment is dis- 
torted to serve psychological or political functions.52 But the fact that the 
policy owes little to a disinterested appreciation of the external environ- 
ment does not mean that it cannot be explained by SEU. To return to an 
example mentioned earlier, the fact that Nehru avoided the psychic pain 
that would have resulted from the recognition that he was putting his po- 
litical fortunes ahead of the good of the country is interesting for a psy- 
chologist, but it is irrelevant to the argument that we can explain India's 
policy as though India were acting to maximize Nehru's personal utility. 
Furthermore, if a person has no choice but to undertake a course of ac- 
tion, the motivated distortions may not influence her behavior at all.53 

5' See, for example, the work summarized in Daniel Kahneman, Paul Slovic, and Amos 
Tversky, eds., Judgment under Uncertainty: Heuristics and Biases (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni- 
versity Press, i982), and Tversky and Kahneman, "Rational Choice and the Framing of De- 
cisions," in Journal of Business (fn. 5), S25I-78. 

52 The classic account is M. Brewster Smith, Jerome Bruner, and Robert White, Opinions 
and Personality (New York: Wiley, I956). 

53 For further discussion, see Jervis (fn. 2), 374-78; and Arthur Stein, "When Misperception 
Matters," World Politics 34 (July i982), 505-26. 
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The fact that she badly underestimated the risks or costs of her policy 
does not mean that she would have behaved differently had her analysis 
been accurate. For example, in 1941, motivated bias may have led Japa- 
nese decision makers to overestimate the chances that the United States 
was willing to wage and lose a limited war, but if their utilities left 
them no choice other than to fight, this error may have only rationalized, 
not influenced, their behavior. 

Even when motivated biases produce more complex and seemingly ir- 
rational behavior, an sEU theory might still hold. In an older sense than 
Schelling's, there may be rationality in irrationality.54 We usually say that 
a person who consistently acts in self-defeating ways is probably driven 
by subconscious ego dynamics. But this is not so different from saying 
that the costs of sacrificing certain goals are more than compensated for 
by the avoidance of the pain that would come from directly facing the 
unconscious impulses coupled with the gains on other value dimensions 
(e.g., the misery caused by the person's actions can gratify deeply felt 
needs to be debased). 

This could even be the case when the person would have been better 
off had he followed an alternative policy that he could have discovered 
with the available data. This is a stronger challenge to SEU because the 
policy chosen does not maximize even the hidden utilities. To continue 
with the Nehru example, assume that if he had understood the situation, 
he could have developed a policy that he would have seen as likely to pro- 
duce a better outcome. In this case the motivated bias would have led to 
suboptimal behavior: had his vision not been clouded by fears and needs, 
he could have managed the trade-off between national and personal in- 
terest better. And yet an SEU account is still possible once we consider the 
pain Nehru would have suffered had he confronted the value conflict and 
his own ambitions. We might similarly deal with behavior that follows 
from personal, class, or national ideologies that provide a justification for 
a useful policy by developing a distorted view of the external environ- 
ment. The result is to purchase immediate individual and social harmony 
at the cost of a later disaster not only for the country as a whole, but also 
for the controlling individuals and groups. The beliefs and policies of 
Wilhelmine Germany provide an example: the country and ruling elite 
were held together at the expense of a realistic appraisal of the threats and 
opportunities that others offered. In cases like this, the bargain is not 
struck consciously and in retrospect may appear to be a bad one, but it 
can be claimed to be compatible with SEU. 

54Schelling (fn. 26), 36-43. 
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To put this another way, the immediate gratification provided by a 
motivated bias could outweigh the anticipated long-run cost that would 
be incurred when the policy eventually fails. People may have high dis- 
count rates (i.e., what will happen in the future counts far less than im- 
mediate consequences) and part of their utility can be peace of mind and 
a desired self-image. For example, the fact that deterrence fails because 
the statesman avoids seeing that his policy is provoking rather than re- 
straining the adversary can be incorporated into SEU once we consider the 
utility to the leader and the country as a whole of the belief that it is not 
a menace and could not be seen as such. 

I suspect that many readers will find this argument as tortuous and un- 
satisfactory as I do. It is the equivalent of saying that the person who puts 
off seeing a doctor for fear that her lump will be diagnosed as cancer is 
rational once we consider the immediate costs of getting bad news. Any 
theory that has to take account of utilities like these will be far removed 
from any RDT that has been advanced. Furthermore, this kind of theory 
could yield deductions only if people are consistent in their discount rates 
and in the subjective costs of extended searches and knowledge of their 
own utilities. But even if these requirements are met, the behavior still 
might not be rational by some definitions-if the short-run gain is pur- 
chased at the price of greatly limiting or harming the actor's future pros- 
pects.55 

At least as difficult for most notions of SEU are the cases in which policy 
is rationalized in a way that changes later perceptions and utilities. For 
example, assume that domestic politics leads a statesman to adopt a "hard 
line" policy and that he then reduces the trade-off between domestic and 
foreign policy values by coming to believe that it is the latter that requires 
this policy. But if the domestic environment changes, the policy may con- 
tinue because it is supported by the newly created perceptions of the for- 
eign environment.56 What utilities are then being maximized? 

Is BEHAVIOR CONSISTENT? 

The minimum requirement of SEU is that behavior and thus the in- 
ferred preferences be consistent. But we know that a nation like any 
collective may act inconsistently although each person in it is fully con- 
sistent, thus making an SEU explanation of the former but not the latter 

55Elster (fn. 46), IO-12. 
56 For related arguments, see Jon Elster, Sour Grapes: Studies in the Subversion of Rationality 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, i983), chaps. 3 and 4, and Deborah Larson, Origins 
of Containment (Princeton: Princeton University Press, i985). 
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impossible. Few foreign policy case studies have examined this question 
rigorously, and more attention has been paid to it in the area of political 
economy than in security. In the latter area it is generally assumed that 
the compelling nature of the external environment and the importance of 
the national interest submerge divergent domestic interests and coalition 
dynamics that could produce inconsistent policies. But certainly this is not 
always the case. 

Internal bargaining can undermine the assumption that the state acts 
as a rational unitary actor in several ways. First, some coalitions can be 
built and maintained only by including policy elements which pull in op- 
posite directions. For example, splits in the British cabinet before World 
War I meant that a moral commitment was incurred to stand by France 
in the event of an attack by Germany, but that Germany could not be so 
informed. The result was a parody of deterrence prescriptions France 
felt emboldened by the expectation of British support; Germany was em- 
boldened by overestimating the chance that Britain would remain neu- 
tral. After the war, similar splits led Britain to give the White Russians 
just enough support to ensure that the Bolsheviks would be enraged, but 
not enough to overthrow the new regime. Governments that are deeply 
divided often "do things by twos." That is, they are likely to maintain 
domestic unity by making paired decisions, although the resulting actions 
will contradict or undercut each other.57 

Second, disagreements can be so deep that no decision is possible, es- 
pecially when close to consensus is required. Thus, the Japanese govern- 
ment remained deadlocked over the question of whether to accede to 
Germany's desire to strengthen the Anti-Comintern Pact despite the con- 
siderable costs of the year-long procrastination and the fact that Japan 
was unable to respond to the changes in the external environment during 
that period.58 

Third, inconsistencies over time appear as first one faction and then 
another comes to power. Even if broad national goals remain because 
they are set by the external environment, disagreements on how to reach 
them are deep and frequent. Thus while much of American foreign pol- 
icy during the cold war can be characterized as containment, the sup- 
porting behaviors varied as different administrations came to power with 
different ideas and different priorities for the use of resources.59 It is, then, 

57 Warner Schilling, "The Politics of National Defense: Fiscal I950," in Warner Schilling, 
Paul Hammond, and Glenn Snyder, Strategy, Politics, and Defense Budgets (New York: Co- 
lumbia University Press, i962), I-266; Thies (fn. 43). 

58 Ohata Tokushiro, "The Anti-Comintern Pact, 1935-1939, in James Morley, ed., Deter- 
rent Diplomacy: Japan, Germany, and the USSR, 1935-1940 (New York: Columbia University 
Press, I976), 47-I I I. 

59See John Gaddis, Strategies of Containment (New York: Oxford University Press, i982). 
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with justification that allies and adversaries alike complain that they are 
constantly forced to adjust to unpredictable changes in American policies 
generated by shifting domestic politics. Of course, one can simply treat 
each administration as a different actor with different preferences. One 
can similarly accommodate the changes during an administration pro- 
duced by shifting alignments. But the resulting theories will not be very 
parsimonious and powerful. 

Fourth, while the nature of the decision-making process makes it hard 
to demonstrate the intransitivity of preferences, the fact that policy often 
arises from the interaction of several factions makes cyclical majorities 
quite likely. It is possible that the instability of recent U.S. foreign policy 
can be explained in part by the division of elite opinion makers into cold 
war internationalists, post-cold war internationalists, and semi-isolation- 
ists.6o Similarly, opinion over the wars in Korea and Vietnam was not ar- 
rayed on a simple hawk-dove continuum, which would at least have 
yielded a coherent policy, but rather divided into three groups with dif- 
ferent orders of preference for the alternatives of escalating, continuing a 
limited war, and withdrawing.6i 

Finally, in the formation and, even more, the implementation of pol- 
icy, divergent bureaucratic interests and perspectives often remain unin- 
tegrated and the resulting "national" policy is inconsistent. In July 1914 
the civilian and military leaders in Germany sent conflicting instructions 
to Vienna, inducing the leaders of Austria-Hungary to ask "Who rules 
in Berlin?"62 In other cases, different elements of the government work 
separately on what they think are unrelated problems, but the outcomes 
have contradictory impacts on foreign governments. For example, when 
some parts of the U.S. government were trying to discourage third world 
states from controlling the full nuclear fuel cycle (and thus gaining ready 
access to fissile material that could be used for bombs), the agency that 
was dealing with the capacity and safety of U.S. plutonium separation 
plants cut off foreign contracts for reprocessing nuclear fuel, thereby in- 
advertently showing others that the United States could not be counted 
on to meet their needs. Neither group was engaged in a struggle with the 
other for control of policy; instead each just carried out its responsibilities 

60 Ole Holsti and James Rosenau, American Leadership in World Affairs: Vietnam and the 
Breakdown of Consensus (Boston: Allen & Unwin, i984). 

6- Andre Modigliani, "Hawks and Doves, Isolationism and Political Distrust," American 
Political Science Review 66 (September 1972), 960-78. For rational choice discussions of how 
institutions can provide solutions to cyclical majorities, see Kenneth Shepsle and Barry Wein- 
gast, "Political Solutions to Market Problems," American Political Science Review 78 (March 
i984), 4I7-34; and Kenneth Shepsle and Barry Weingast, "Structure Induced Equilibrium 
and Legislative Choice," Public Choice 37, No. 3 (i982), 503-I9. 

62 Japanese and U.S. policies at the end of World War II provide several examples; see Sigal 
(fn. 40). 
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in its own sphere without much awareness of the total policy implica- 
tions a situation which ended up undermining rather than maximizing 
national utilities. 

Furthermore, even if nations acted as though they were individuals, 
problems might arise: in their everyday lives people reveal inconsistencies 
that violate SEU. This is really not surprising. Individuals, despite their 
skin, may be no more unified than large and segmented organizations. Of 
course, social life would be impossible if behavior were random, but we 
should not exaggerate the degree of consistency that prevails. Thus, SEU 

models of consumer behavior have not been striking successes; political 
preferences and utilities change frequently in ways that do not easily fit 
standard rationality;63 in seeking multiple goals, people often act in con- 
tradictory ways. Recent psychological research has also demonstrated that 
people choose differently depending on how the question is framed. Con- 
sider these examples. First, you lose a $20 ticket while walking to the 
theater; alternatively, as you go to purchase your ticket, you find that you 
have lost a $20 bill from your wallet. You are probably more likely to buy 
a ticket in the second case than repurchase it in the first, although the 
choices are formally identical. Second, you are about to buy a $25 calcu- 
lator when you hear that the same item is available for $20 in another 
store a few blocks away; the same situation holds true except that the item 
is a television set and the respective prices are $5oo and $495. You are 
more likely to save the $5 in the first situation than the second. Finally, 
"Mr. R bought a case of good wine in the late 5o's for about $5 a bottle. 
A few years later his wine merchant offered to buy the wine back for $ioo 
a bottle. He refused, even though he has never paid more than $35 for a 
bottle of wine." These effects have been demonstrated in the laboratory 
and the same processes probably operate in foreign policy making.64 For 
example, if statesmen judge policies by comparing the expected results 
with the status quo, as they seem to, they may run high risks rather than 
accept the certainty of a loss that is small compared to their overall value 

63 See Robert Jervis, "Realism, Game Theory, and Cooperation," World Politics 40 (April 
i988), 324-28, 340-44- 

64 The wine example comes from Richard Thaler, "Toward a Positive Theory of Con- 
sumer Choice," Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization i (March I980), 43; the other 
examples are from Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, "The Framing of Decisions and 
the Psychology of Choice," Science 2II (January i98i), 453-58. Also see David Grether and 
Charles Plott, "Economic Theory of Choice and the Preference Reversal Phenomenon," 
American Economic Review 69 (September I979), 623-38; Tversky and Kahneman (fn. 51); 
Jack Knetsch, Richard Thaler, and Daniel Kahneman, "Experimental Tests of the Endow- 
ment Effect and the Coase Theorem" (unpub.); Kenneth MacCrimmon and Donald 
Wehrung, Taking Risks (New York: Free Press, i986). For applications to foreign policy, see 
ervis (fn. 26), chap. 5, and Nancy Kanwisher, "Cognitive Heuristics and American Security 
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position. The policies will then be inconsistent with other behavior and 
defy many normal deterrence prescriptions. Similarly, when people re- 
duce cognitive dissonance by coming to see the chosen alternative as even 
better than they saw it when they reached their decision, their later be- 
havior will be influenced in a way that makes it inconsistent with their 
earlier preferences. Biased information processing, denigrating rejected 
courses of action, and bolstering the selected one not only make the per- 
son more comfortable with his decision, they also change the way he sees 
the world and the value he places on various outcomes. If SEU theories are 
to be developed further, they will have to do a better job of coming to 
grips with the theoretical and empirical questions of the consistency of 
national behavior, taking into account both the coalition nature of politics 
and the operation of individual psychology. 

SUMMARY 

Even if we put some of these difficulties aside, in any SEU that will fit 
the empirical findings, the subjective elements will loom large. This is 
true not only for values and utilities, but also for the crucial means-ends 
beliefs, perceptions of the other side, and estimates of the probable con- 
sequences of alternative policies. These factors are all exogenous, and 
studying them in individual cases, trying to see how and why they form, 
and locating whatever patterns exist are crucial tasks. Propositions on 
these subjects constitute much of the work being done by SEU explana- 
tions.65 Of course, deductive theories can play a role here, but assertions 
that people act as though they were maximizing utility will not help an- 
swer many of the hard questions. 

65 See Herbert Simon, "Human Nature in Politics: The Dialogue of Psychology and Polit- 
ical Science," American Political Science Review 79 (June i985), 292-303; Jervis (fn. 63), 324-29. 


