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Do PERCEPTIONS MATTER?

BEFORE discussing the causes and consequences of the ways in which
decision-makers draw inferences from the world, we must ask a pre-
liminary question: do the decision-makers’ perceptions matter? This
is an empirical question. Logic permits us to distinguish between the
“psychological milieu” (the world as the actor sees it) and the “opera-
; tional milieu” (the world in which the policy will be carried out) and to
| i " argue that policies and decisions must be mediated by statesmen’s goals,
calculations, and perceptions.! But it does not follow from this that we
- o . must deal with these intervening variables in order to understand and
s W pad T T , predict behavior. This is not an uncommon claim:

One may describe particular events, conditions, and interactions be-
i . tween states without necessarily probing the nature and outcome of
: the processes through which state action evolves. However, and the

qualification is crucial, if one wishes to probe the “why"” questions
TS : underlying the events, conditions, and interaction patterns which rest

i ‘ upon state action, then decision-making analysis is certainly necessary.

. it S : _ We would go so far as to say that the ‘“why” questions cannot be

| Lt o Y answered without analysis of decision-making.? !

f : : W ( hoo 1 See especially the following works by Harold and Margaret Sprout: Man-
; : . e pa B+ i Milieu Relationship Hypotheses in the Context of International Politics (Prince-
gy . ) AL R : o ; . ton, N.J.: Center of International Studies, 1956); The Ecological Perspective on
) Cap S el Human Affairs (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1965); and An Eco-
; ) e i logical Paradigm for the Study of International Politics (Princeton, N.J.: Center
) ' ) . ) U ) ; of International Studies, Princeton University, Research Monograph No. 30,
: , : ; . B March 1968).
: i 2 “Decision-Making as an Approach to the Study of International Politics,” in
Richard Snyder, H. W. Bruck, and Burton Sapin, eds., Foreign Policy Decision-
Making (New York: Free Press, 1962), p. 33. For a similar argument see Fred
: Greenstein, “The Impact of Personality on Politics: An Attempt to Clear Away
g ) ' KR ' ' . . Underbrush,"” American Political Science Review 61 (September 1967), 631-33.
. n This is related to the debate about the significance of developmental sequences.
v ) S o v L For differing views on this question see Herbert Hyman, Survey Design and
. ., ‘, , Analysis (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1955), pp. 254-63, and Travis Hirschi and
' , ) . Hanan Selvin, Delinquency Research (New York: Free Press, 1967), pp. 82-85.
. "R ) : (The latter book [republished in paperback as Principles of Survey Analysis] has
much broader relevance than its title indicates and is extremely valuable not only
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But theory and explanation need not fill in all the links between cause
and effect. Indeed, this is impossible. One can always ask for the links
between the links. High density theories have no privileged status; they
are not automatically illuminating or fruitful.® It is true that re-creating
a decision-maker’s goals, calculations, and perceptions is a satisfying
method of explaining his behavior because the scholar, sharing as he
does the decision-maker’s characteristics of being a thinking, goal-seek-
ing person, can easily say: “If that is the way the statesman saw the situ-
ation, it is no wonder that he acted as he did.” But the comfort we feel
with this form of explanation should not blind us to the fact that, unless
there are significant variations in the ways people see the world that af-
fect how they act, we need not explore decision-making in order to ex-
plain foreign policy. Most case studies assume that the details presented
significantly affected the outcomes. This may not be true, however.
“Pleikus are streetcars,” McGeorge Bundy said in explaining that the
Viet Cong attack on the American installation in February 1965 had
affected only the timing of the American bombing of North Vietnam.*
If you are waiting for one, it will come along. The specifics of the trigger-
ing event cannot explain the outcome because so many probable events
could have substituted for it. To understand the American policy of
bombing the North we should not examine the attack on Pleiku. Had it
not occurred, something else would have happened that would have per-
mitted the same response. Logic alone cannot tell us that a similar claim
about the decision-making process is invalid: the way people perceive
others and make decisions only marginally influences outcomes. So we
must seek empirical evidence on the question: do the important explana-
tory variables in international relations involve decision-making? In
terms of perceptions this can be separated into two subsidiary questions:
*“are important differences in policy preferences traceable to differences
in decision-makers’ perceptions of their environments?” and “are there
important differences between reality and shared or common percep-

for its explanation of the use of survey research data but for its treatment of
general questions of theory, causation, and evidence.)

This issue is also related to the broader debate between what Maurice Natanson
has called the “Two distinctively opposed philosophic attitudes . . . underlying the
social sciences: . . . [the] ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ Weltanschauungen." (“Fore-
word” in Natanson, ed., Philosophy of the Social Sciences [New York: Random
House, 1963), p. viii.) This reader is a good introduction to the arguments.

3 Hirschi and Selvin, Delinquency Research, p. 38. As Abraham Kaplan puts it,
“I would not wish to say that something has been explained only when: we have
traced the microconnections with their antecedents, or even only when we can
believe that such conditions exist.” (“Noncausal Explanation,” in Daniel Lerner,
ed., Cause and Effect [New York: Free Press, 1965], p. 146.)

4 Quoted in Townsend Hoopes, The Limits of Intervention (New York: McKay,
1969), p. 30.
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tions?”’® Detailed affirmative answers to these questions will emerge in
this book, but a brief general discussion is in order here.

These questions raise the familiar level of analysis problem. Although
it has been much debated, agreement is lacking not only on the substan-
tive dispute but even on the number of levels. Arnold Wolfers proposes
two, Kenneth Waltz three, and James Rosenau five.® To fill in the se-
quence, we will discuss four. One is the level of decision-making, the
second is the level of the bureaucracy, the third is that of the nature of
the state and the workings of domestic politics, and the fourth focuses
on the international environment.” Which level one focuses on is not ar-
bitrary and is not a matter of taste—it is the product of beliefs (or often
hunches) about the nature of the variables that influence the phenomena
that concern one. To restate the first question in terms of the level of
analysis problem, we need not adopt a decision-making approach if all
states behave the same way in the same objective situation, if all states
of the same kind (i.e. with the same internal characteristics and politics)
behave the same way in the same objective situation, or if state behavior
is determined by bureaucratic routines and interests.

Although the empirical questions are central here, we should also note
that the level of analysis problem has important moral implications.
When all people would respond the same way to a given situation, it is
hard to praise or blame the decision-maker. Thus, those accused of war
crimes will argue that their behavior did not differ from others who found
themselves in the same circumstances. And the prosecution will charge,
as it did against Tojo and his colleagues, that, “These defendants were
not automatons; they were not replaceable cogs in a machine. . . . It was
theirs to choose whether their nation would lead an honored life . . . or
.. . would become a symbol of evil throughout the world. They madé
their choice. For this choice they must bear the guilt.” Similarly, if all
nations follow similar courses of action, one cannot argue that some de-
serve to be branded as immorally aggressive. Thus in 1918 Bethmann-
Hollweg rebutted those who blamed Germany for the war by pointing
to the “general disposition towards war in the world . . . how else explain

5 The question of the existence and nature of reality need not be treated here
in its profound sense. For our purposes the consensus of later observers usually
provides an adequate operational definition of reality.

¢ Arnold Wolfers, “The Actors in International Politics,” in Discord and Col-
laboration (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins Press, 1962), pp. 3-24; Kenneth Waltz,
Man, the State, and War (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959); James
Rosenau, “Pre-Theories and Theories of Foreign Policy,” in R. Barry Farrell, ed.,
Approaches to Comparative and International Politics (Evanston, Ill.: North-
western University Press, 1966), pp. 29-92.

7 We refer to the international environment rather than the international system
because we are not dealing with systems theories. Our concern is with explaining
specific foreign policies rather than finding general patterns of interaction.
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the senseless and impassioned zeal which allowed countries like Italy,
Rumania and even America, not originally involved in the war, no rest
until they too had immersed themselves in the bloodbath?"®

The three non-decision-making levels assert the importance of various

‘aspects of the objective situation or the actor’s role.® They say that if we

know enough about the setting—international, national, or bureaucratic
—we can explain and predict the actor’s behavior. An interesting side-
light is that if other actors believed that the setting is crucial they would
not need to scrutinize the details of the state’s recent behavior or try to
understand the goals and beliefs held by the state’s decision-makers.!®
It would be fruitless and pointless to ask what the state’s intentions are
if its behavior is determined by the situation in which it finds itself. In-
stead, observers would try to predict how the context will change because
this will tell them what the state’s response will be. Decision-makers
could then freely employ their powers of vicarious identification and sim-
ply ask themselves how they would act if they were in the other’s shoes.
They would not have to worry about the possibility that the other might
have values and beliefs that differed from theirs. It is interesting, al-
though not decisive, to note that decision-makers rarely feel confident
about using this method. They usually believe both that others may not
behave as they would and that the decision-makers within the other state
differ among themselves. So they generally seek a great deal of informa-
tion about the views of each significant person in the other country.

Of course it is unlikely that there is a single answer to the question of
which level is most important. Rather than one level containing the vari-
ables that are most significant for all problems, the importance of each
level may vary from one issue area to another.!* Furthermore, which

8 Quoted in Robert Butow, Tojo and the Coming of the War (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1961), p. 506; quoted in Egmont Zechlin, “Cabinet
versus Economic Warfare in Germany,” in H. W. Koch, ed., The Origins of the
First World War (London: Macmillan & Co., 1972), p. 165.

? See K. J. Holsti, “National Role Conceptions in the Study of Foreign Policy,”
International Studies Quarterly 14 (September 1970), 233-309.

10 It is interesting to note that in interpersonal perception people tend to over-
estimate the degree to which the other’s behavior is determined by his personality
and underestimate the impact of the external situation. See, for example, Gustav
Ichheiser, Appearances and Realities (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1970), pp.
49-59. But when the person explains his own behavior, he will attribute his actions
to the requirements of the situation, not to his own predispositions. See Edward
Jones and Richard Nisbett, The Actor and the Observer: Divergent Perceptions
of the Causes of Behavior (New York: General Learning Press, 1971).

11 Two recent articles explore the utility of the concept of issue areas in foreign-
policy research, but they are not concerned with the level of analysis problem.
See Thomas Brewer, “Issue and Context Variations in Foreign Policy,” Journal of
Conflict Resolution 17 (March 1973), 89-114, and William Zimmerman, “Issue
Area and Foreign-Policy Process,” American Political Science Review 67 (Decem-
ber 1973), 1204-12.
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level of analysis is the most important may be determined by how rich
and detailed an answer we are seeking. The environment may influence
the general outline of the state’s policy but not its specific responses.
Thus it can be argued that, while decision-making analysis is needed to
explain why World War I broke out in August 1914, the external situa-
tion would have led the states to fight sooner or later. Or the importance
of variables at each level may vary with the stages of a decision. For
example, domestic politics may dictate that a given event be made the
occasion for a change in policy; bargaining within the bureaucracy may
explain what options are presented to the national leaders; the decision-
maker’s predisposition could account for the choice that was made; and
the interests and routines of the bureaucracies could explain the way the
decision was implemented. And the same variable may have different
effects at different stages of the decision-making process—for example,
conflicts among subordinates may increase the variety of information
and the number of opportunities for decision that the top decision-maker
gets, but may simultaneously decrease his ability to see that his decisions
are faithfully implemented.

The importance of variables at one level can also vary with the state
of variables at other levels. Rosenau suggests that the international envi-
ronment is more important in determining the policy of small states than
it is of large ones, and Stanley Hoffmann argues that nuclear weapons
and bipolarity have reversed this relationship.’? More generally, the im-
portance of the other levels decreases if the variables in one level are in
extreme states.!* Thus, maneuvering within the bureaucracy may be
more important when the top decision-makers are inexperienced or pre-
occupied with other matters.!* And Wolfers argues that states tend to be-
have the same way when they are faced with extreme danger or extreme
opportunity, but that when environmental constraints are less severe
there will be differences in behavior that must be explained at the deci-
sion-making level. More complex interactions among the levels are also
possible. For example, the effect of internal instability on expansionism
could vary with the opportunities for success in war. Unstable states may
be more prone to aggression than stable ones when the chances of victory
are high but might be more cautious than others when their leaders per-
ceive a significant probability of defeat or even of temporary setback. Or

12 James Rosenau, “Pre-Theories and Theories of Foreign Policy,” pp. 47-48;
Stanley Hoffmann, “Restraints and Choices in American Foreign Policy,” Daedalus
(Fall 1962), 692-94.

13 Most of the propositions in Greenstein, “The Impact of Personality on Poli-
tics,” about the conditions under which personality is most important can be sub-
sumed under this heading.

14 Thus the famous remark by a cabinet officer that you only have to obey the
president when he repeats an order for the third time.
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the stability of the regime might influence its propensity for aggression,
but the nature of the regime (e.g. whether it is democratic or dictatorial)
might be more important in explaining how it makes peace.

To deal with all these questions would require another book. Here all
I will try to do is to outline the kinds of evidence necessary to establish
the validity of simple propositions about the importance of the various
levels. In doing so, I will sketch the most extreme arguments for the im-
portance of each level. It is obvious that the questions and arguments
could be rephrased in more subtle terms but since I am concerned with
the kinds of evidence that the propositions call for the gain in analytical
clarity is worth the sacrifice involved in ignoring more complete explana-
tions that combine a multitude of variables at many levels.

The International Environment

To argue that the international environment determines a state’s be-
havior is to assert that all states react similarly to the same objective
external situation. Changes in a state’s domestic regime, its bureaucratic
structure, and the personalities and opinions of its leaders do not lead to
changes of policies. Changes in the external situation, however, do alter
behavior, even when variables on the other levels remain constant. To
test these claims, we would need good measures of all the variables, espe-
cially the nature of the objective situation and the state’s policies.’® Even
if we had such indicators, we would have to cope with the paucity of the
most desired kinds of comparisons. This is easily understood by glancing
at the similar issue in the study of individual behavior—the debate over
the relative importance of situation and role versus idiosyncratic vari-
ables in determining individual behavior.!* Because so many people of

15 An excellent discussion of the evidence on this point derived from quantitative
studies.is Dina Zinnes, “Some Evidence Relevant to the Man-Milieu Hypothesis,"
in James Rosenau,Vincent Davis, and Maurice East, eds., The Analysis of Inter-
national Politics (New York: Free Press, 1972), pp. 209-51. But these studies
have limited utility for the questions being asked here because they do not provide
adequate measures of the similarity of the objective situation and the similarity
of the state's responses. This is also true for the growing body of literature that
examines these questions using event-scaling techniques. For a study that copes
with these problems relatively well and finds that differences in perceptions among
decision-makers decrease as tension increases, see Ole Holsti, “Individual Differ-
ences in ‘Definition of the Situation,'” Journal of Conflict Resolution 14 (Septem-
ber 1970), 303-10.

18 For a general discussion, see Herbert Blumer, “Society as Symbolic Inter-
action,” in Arnold Rose, ed., Human Behavior and Social Processes (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1962), pp. 180-91. For an inventory of findings see Kenneth
Terhune, “Personality in Cooperation and Conflict,” in Paul Swingle, ed., The
Structure of Conflict (New York: Academic Press, 1970), pp. 193-234, This sub-
ject has received much attention from psychologists in the past few years. For a
review of the literature and an excellent argument, see Daryl Bem and Andrea
Allen, “On Predicting Some of the People Some of the Time,” Psychological
Review 81 (1974), 506-20.
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widely differing backgrounds, personalities, and opinions fill the same
role and because the same person fills many different roles, we can try
to determine the relative impact of situational and idiosyncratic variables
by examining how a person’s behavior varies as his role changes and how
people of widely differing characteristics perform in similar situations.

It is much harder to make the analogous comparisons in international
relations. In only a few international systems do we find many cases in
which states play, either simultaneously or consecutively, several roles
and in which each role is filled by states that are otherwise quite different.
This would occur in a long-lasting system where there were frequent
changes in the relations among the actors. Thus each state might at one
time be a neutral, a “holder of the balance,” a state with aggressive de-
signs, a defender faced by a state whose intentions are difficult to deter-
mine, and so on. To a limited degree this test is possible in a balance-of-
power system. But it is not available for most other systems, for example
the one prevailing since World War II. Most nations have not changed
roles, and indeed cannot do so because of such permanent factors as size
and geography. The United States can never play the role of a second-
ranking state caught between two blocs of greater powers. France can
never be the leader of one of two dominant blocs. And while the United
States and France may have played roles similar to these in the past,
the extensive differences in the situation mean that any differences in
response that might be found would not show that roles are unim-
portant.

COMPULSION IN EXTREME CIRCUMSTANCES?

It is worthwhile to look at cases of the kind that are supposed to show
most strongly the influence of external conditions. If there are differenced
of behavior here, the argument for not ignoring the other levels of analy-
sis will apply a fortiori to a wider domain of cases. Arnold Wolfers
argues that, the greater the external compulsion, the greater the homo-
geneity of behavior and therefore the less the need to study decision-
making. In a well-known passage he says: “Imagine a number of individ-
uals, varying widely in their predispositions, who find themselves inside
a house on fire. It would be perfectly realistic to expect that these indi-
viduals, with rare exceptions, would feel compelled to run toward the
exits. . . . Surely, therefore, for an explanation of the rush for the exits,
there is no need to analyze the individual decisions that produced it.”’
But the case is not as clear as this analogy suggests. If a situation were
so compelling that all people would act alike, decision-makers would not
hesitate nor feel torn among several alternative policies, nor would there
be significant debates within the decision-making elite. In fact, key deci-

17 Wolfers, Discord and Collaboration, p. 13.
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sions that are easily reached, such as those involving the Truman Doc-
trine and Marshall Plan, stand out because they are so rare. For despite
the implication of Wolfers’ proposition that we know when we are faced
by extreme danger, just as we can tell when the house is on fire, in fact
this question is often bitterly contested. (To say that once decision-mak-
ers perceive the fire they will head for the exits leads us back to decision-
making analysis.) For Churchill, the house was burning soon after Hitler
took power in Germany; for Chamberlain, this was the case only after
March 1939; and for others there never was a fire at all. To some deci-
sion-makers, the Soviet Union is a threat to which the United States is
compelled to respond. To others the threat passed years ago. Again, to
a growing number of scholars it never existed. Similarly, American
statesmen see a much greater threat from communism in both Europe
and Southeast Asia than do the leaders of our allies. Decision-makers
may even agree that their state’s existence is threatened but disagree
about the source of the threat. This was true, for example, in the United
States around the turn of the nineteenth century, when the Federalists
believed France so much a menace that they favored war with her. At
the same time, the Republicans believed England an equal menace. (It
should be noted that this disagreement was rooted as much in differences
in" values and interests as in divergent empirical analyses of the
situation.)

In extreme cases we can specify with some certainty an indicator of
the “fire” that all decision-makers will recognize—for example a large
armed attack—and we can.be relatively certain that the state will react.
But even then the objective situation will not determine all aspects of the
state's response. There are apt to be several exits from the burning house.
Will the state limit the extent of its involvement? What will its war aims
be? While the United States may have had no choice but to declare war
on Japan after Pearl Harbor, the major decisions that followed were less
compelled and require further explanation. For example: the United
States decided not to concentrate its energies on the country that had
attacked it but to fight Germany first; the war was to be fought with few
considerations for the shape of the postwar world; and no compromise
with the enemies would be accepted (had the Japanese realized this
would be the case, they almost certainly would not have attacked).

Even if all states and all statesmen responded similarly to similar high
threats, we have to explain how the threat arose—i.e. why the adversary
was so aggressive. In some cases we may be able to do this by reference
to the other’s objective situation, for example by focusing on the anarchic
nature of the international system and the resulting security dilemma that
we will discuss in detail in Chapter 3. But when this analysis is insuffi-
cient, the state (and later scholars) must examine variables at other
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levels of analysis to establish some of the most important facts about the
objective situation that the state faces.

Finally, one cannot prove that the external environment determines
the response by simply showing that the decision-makers believed this
to be the case. It is not enough to say with Kecskemeti that “In tense war
situations, the decision-maker is likely to feel that he is acting from ne-
cessity rather than from deliberate choice.” Nor is it sufficient to cite
Holsti’s finding that the decision-makers on both sides in July 1914 felt
that they had no choice but to make the decisions they did, or to show
that when “Mr. Acheson was advised not to favor the production of the
first thermonuclear bomb, he is reported to have declared that its produc-
tion was a matter of necessity and not of choice: in other words, that he
was experiencing ‘compulsion.’ ”’'®* The subjective feeling of determinacy
is interesting and may lead decision-makers unnecessarily to restrict their
search for alternatives, but it does not show that other decision-makers
in the same situation would have felt the same compulsion and acted in
the same way. Indeed the theory of cognitive dissonance (Chapter 11)
and other theories of irrational cognitive consistency (Chapter 4) lead
us to expect that decision-makers may avoid psychological conflict by
thinking that they had no choice but to act as they did, This also means
that, when scholars claim that a situation permitted no policy other than
the one that was adopted, it may be that at least part of the reason why
the circumstances appear overwhelming in retrospect is that they were
claimed to be so by the decision-makers. )

These arguments are, of course, far from conclusive. The necessary
comparisons have merely been mentioned, not made. But, as we have
seen, there are many points at which people can disagree about what the
objective situation is or what policies will best cope with it, and there is
little evidence for the existence of the homogeneity of behavior that
would allow us to ignore everything except the international setting.

Domestic Determinants

Even if all states do not behave similarly in similar situations, the details
of decision-making and images may not be significant. Instead, the state
may be the appropriate level of analysis—i.e. variations in decision-
makers’ policies may be accounted for by variations in social and eco-
nomic structure and domestic politics of the states they are serving. Wil-
sonian and Marxist theories are examples of this position. Other theories
at this level of analysis argue for the importance of a state’s geographical
position, its traditions, its national style, or the consequences, often un-

18 Paul Kecskemeti, Strategic Surrender (New York: Atheneum, 1964), pp.
19-20; Ole Holsti, “The 1914 Case,” The American Political Science Review 59
(June 1965), 365-78; Wolfers, Discord and Collaboration, p. 14.
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intended, of domestic conflicts. Extreme formulations hold that the
state’s internal system determines its foreign policy, while weaker ver-
sions claim that foreign policies are a product of both domestic politics
and international circumstances.

The forms of the assertions correspond to those discussed in the pre-
vious section. States with the same critical internal attributes behave the
same way in similar situations—and often behave the same way in the
face of significant variations in the environment—and this behavior is
different from that displayed by other states with different attributes even
when the setting is the same. The latter claim denies the overriding im-
portance of the international environment. Thus while Cold War revi-
sionists stress the importance of America’s domestic political and eco-
nomic needs, others reply that American actions were heavily influenced
by external constraints and that her behavior was not peculiarly Ameri-
can or peculiarly capitalist but rather was typical of any great power in
such a situation.’® Because we are concerned with examining the impor-
tance of decision-making, we will not treat this part of the argument that
deals with conflicts between claims for two other levels of analysis.

If states of the same type behave in the same way, then changes in a
state’s leadership will not produce significant changes in foreign policy,
and we need not examine the images, values, and calculations of individ-
ual decision-makers. Unfortunately, claims about continuity in a state’s
foreign policy are notoriously difficult to judge. We might try to see
whether we could deduce changes in the identities of the state’s decision-
makers from the course of its foreign policy. Could we tell when Demo-
crats replaced Republicans or Conservatives replaced Labour govern-
ments? Scholars used to agree that Stalin’s death led to major foreign
policy changes, but now even this is in doubt.?® Before taking office, de-
cision-makers often claim they will introduce new policies. But these
promises are often neglected. Eisenhower’s foreign policy more closely
resembled that of his predecessor than it did his campaign rhetoric.
Gladstone pledged himself to avoid immoral and wasteful imperialism,
and, although he successfully extricated Britain from some entangle-
ments, he was eventually drawn into commitments similar to those made

19 See, for example, Charles Maier, “Revisionism and the Interpretation of Cold
War Origins,” Perspectives in American History 4 (1970), 313-47; Robert Tucker,
The Radical Left and American Foreign Policy (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins
Press, 1971): James Richardson, “Cold-War Revisionism: A Critique,"” World
Politics 24 (July 1972), 579-612; and Ole Holsti, “The Study of International
Politics Makes Strange Bedfellows: Theories of the Radical Right and the Radical
Left,” American Political Science Review 68 (March 1974), 217-42. Comparisons
with the reactions of European statesmen would also shed light on the question of
whether there was anything peculiarly American in the United States' perceptions.

20 Marshall Shulman, Sralin’s Foreign Policy Reappraised (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1963).
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by Disraeli. And while in 1937 Clement Atlee said that “the foreign
policy of a Government is the reflection of its internal policy,” when his
party took power the foreign secretary declared that “Revolutions do not
change geography, and revolutions do not change geographical needs.”*

Many arguments about the wisdom of policies can be understood in
terms of claims about the autonomy of the decision-making level. Those
who praise Bismarck’s diplomacy claim that, had he continued in office,
he would have been able to maintain German security by avoiding the
errors of severing Germany'’s ties to Russia, being forced to rely on Aus-
tria, and recklessly antagonizing several powerful countries. The re-
joinder is that the dynamics of German domestic society and of the inter-
national system would have destroyed Bismarck’s handiwork no matter
who was in power. The glittering skill of Bismarck's diplomacy could not
alter the underlying forces at work. Debates about the origins of the Cold
War must deal with the similar question of whether Roosevelt's death
changed American policy. Most traditional accounts argue that F.D.R.
was coming to an anti-Soviet position and would have acted much as
Truman did. This view is shared by those revisionists who look to the
American political and economic system for the roots of foreign policy
but is disputed by those who see the Cold War as avoidable. Similarly,
those who defend President Kennedy but opposed the war in Vietnam
argue that he would not have acted as Johnson did. Those who either
favored the war or opposed not only it but also most recent American
foreign policies argue that the policies of these—and other—presidents
were consistent. While those who supported the war see the determinants
as international and those who criticize the general lines of America’s
postwar policy see the causes as domestic, both argue that few u_ms_mnwa
differences can be traced to the identity of the president.

These questions are so difficult to resolve partly because the situation
facing the new government always differs from that which confronted the
old. Kennedy was never forced to choose between defeat in Vietnam and
fighting a major war. F.D.R. did not live to see Russia consolidate her
hold over East Europe. The questions must then be hypothetical, and the
comparisons that underlie our judgments are often strained. This prob-
lem can be avoided by using alternative comparisons—by examining the
views of members of the elite to see whether they favor the policy that
was adopted.?? Of course disagreement with a policy does not prove that

21 Michael Gordon, Conflict and Consensus in Labour's Foreign Policy, 1914-
1965 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1969), p. 6; M. A. Fitzsimons, The
Foreign Policy of the British Labour Government, 1945-195]1 (Notre Dame, Ind.:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1953), p. 26.

22 In this group we include potential leaders who could come to power without
drastic changes in the state’s internal political system. Dissent from those outside
this group does not undermine the arguments for the importance of the nature of
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a person would have acted on his views were he in office. His opposition
might be rooted in his role in the government, lack of information, free-
dom from the pressures that accompany holding power, or the belief that
opposition is politically expedient. But when these explanations are not
satisfactory, internal elite disagreement reveals the limits of the impact
of both domestic politics and the international situation.

The Bureaucracy

Even if state behavior cannot be explained by the state’s internal politics
and external environment, we still may not need to examine the percep-
tions and calculations of the top decision-makers. The workings of the
bureaucracy may determine policy. It is not enough for proponents of
this position to show that the state’s course of action appears inconsistent
and lacks valuc integration. Such inadequacics can be the product of
individual decision-making. As we will show later, normal human be-
havior often does not fit even a loose definition of rationality. Individuals
as well as organizations fail to coordinate their actions and to develop
carefully designed strategies. The fact that people must reach decisions
in the face of the burdens of multiple goals and highly ambiguous in-
formation means that policies are often contradictory, incoherent, and
badly suited to the information at hand. Unless we understand this, puz-
zling state behavior will automatically be seen as the product of either
internal bargaining or the autonomous operation of different parts of the
government. Thus if we did not know better it would be tempting to
argue that the contradictory and erratic behavior displayed by Richard
Nixon in Watergate and related matters shows that “Nixon” is not a sin-
gle individual at all, but rather a title for the set of behaviors that are
produced by the interaction of conflicting entities, each pursuing its own
narrow interests in ignorance of or indifference to any wider goal of the
“general Nixon interest.” Similarly, if we were to insist that theories of
individual behavior apply only when the actor is following a coherent
path guided by his self-interest, we would have to say that Spiro Agnew
was an uncoordinated bureaucracy rather than a person because he
simultaneously accepted kickbacks and sought the presidency.

Because incoherent policy is insufficient evidence for the importance
of bureaucracies, the “pure” theories of this type must make two basic
assertions. First, bureaucrats’ policy preferences are determined by their
positions in the government: “Where you stand is determined by where
you sit.” The external environment and the nature of the state and do-

the state, and, indeed, if such people have been rejected as possible powerholders
because of their foreign policy views, this would demonstrate the importance of
this level of analysis rather than showing the autonomy of the decision-making
level.
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mestic politics have only limited and indirect impact on these prefer-
ences. Of course if the concept of bureaucratic interest is to be more use-
ful than the concept of national interest, we must be able to specify in
advance what the bureaucratic position will be.** Even if we cannot do
this, it would still be significant if everyone in each unit of the govern-
ment had the same position on a given issue. If, on the other hand, there
is a good deal of disagreement within the organization about the goals
to be sought or the means that are appropriate, then we would have to
apply decision-making analysis to the bureaucratic level, and so this
approach would lose much of its distinctiveness. More importantly, if
people in different units share the same policy preferences or if prefer-
ences are distributed at random throughout the government, then the
first assertion would be undermined.

The second basic claim of theories on this level of analysis is that the
state’s policies are formed by bureaucratic bargains and routines. Bu-
reaucratic actions either determine the statesman’s decision or else im-
plement it in a way that renders the decision largely irrelevant to what
is actually done. This point is vital because, even if bureaucrats’ policy
preferences were linked to their positions within the government, this
would be relatively unimportant unless these preferences explain policy
outcomes.** But we should note at the start that even if this were true we
would have to explore the sources of power of parts of the bureaucracy.
If we find, for example, that the military often prevails in conflicts with
the organization in charge of arms control, this may be because over a
period of years the state’s leaders have supported the former more than
the latter. Sometimes we can go back some years to find a decisive action
that set the guidelines for both the policy and the distribution of power
within the bureaucracy. In less dramatic cases the relative strengths df
interests represent the standing decision of the decision-makers—and
often of wider publics—and their choices among competing policies and
values. To the extent that this distribution of power is both important
and accounted for by factors outside the bureaucracy, an explanation of
specific outcomes in terms of bureaucratic maneuvering will be super-
ficial at best.

23 Most light is shed on this subject by the writings of Philip Selznick. See his
TVA and the Grassroots (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1947) and Leadership in Administration (Evanston, Ill.: Row, Peterson,
1957). Also see Morton Halperin, “Why Bureaucrats Play Games,” Foreign Pol-
icy, No. 2 (Spring 1971), 74-88, and Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy
(Washington: Brookings Institution, 1974), pp. 26-62.

24 During the Second World War the British set up an intelligence section to
try to recreate the German perspective. They did well at predicting the positions
taken by various parts of the German bureaucracy but could never adequately
predict when Hitler would side with a particular faction or impose his own solu-
tion. (Donald McLachlan, Room 39 [New York: Atheneum, 1968), pp 252-58.)
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Are policy preferences determined by one's role within the govern-
ment? With the important exception of questions of military hardware
and doctrine, the evidence is limited and ambiguous. It is not hard to
find examples of units taking consistent and unified stands and political
appointees adopting their units’ views and thus expressing different
opinions depending upon their positions in the government. “General
Marshall, while Chief of Staff, opposed the State Department’s idea of
using aid to promote reforms in the Chinese government. Then, when
he became Secretary of State, he defended this very idea against chal-
lenges voiced by the new chiefs of Staff.” In “1910, Winston Churchill,
as Home Secretary, led the attack upon the demand of McKenna, First
Lord of the Admiralty, for more ships; by 1913 they had exchanged
offices and each, with equal conviction, maintained the opposite view."
When Samuel Hoare was secretary of state for air, he strongly fought
against naval control of the Fleet Air Arm; when he later served as first
lord of the Admiralty he took the opposite position. When Théophile
Delcassé was the minister of colonies in France before the turn of the
century, he supported an expedition to the Nile that would give France
a lever to use against Britain. As foreign secretary, he sought to recall
the adventure.?

But not all policy disagreements are traceable to roles. Organizational
perspectives and loyalties are less important when issues are unusual
rather than routine, necessitate relatively quick decisions, and involve
important and generally shared values. Beliefs about the most important
issues of foreign policy—those involving war and peace—are usually
unrelated to roles. When we look at the major decisions of American
foreign policy—those that set the terms for future debates and estab-
lished the general framework within which policy was then conducted—
it does not seem to be true, at least for the top decision-makers, that
“where you sit determines where you stand.”

In several important cases what is most striking is the degree of una-
nimity. In the spring of 1947 there was general agreement within the
government that massive aid for Europe was needed. Three years later
most officials felt that foreign policy considerations argued for large-
scale rearmament, although there was a disagreement—which was not
tightly connected with bureaucratic interests—over whether domestic
political and economic constraints made such a policy feasible. Once the
Korean War removed this opposition, government officials were again

2 Ernest May, “The Development of Political-Military Consultation in the
United States,” in Aaron Wildavsky, ed., The Presidency (Boston: Little, Brown,
1969), p. 668; Patrick Gordon Walker, The Cabinet (New York: Basic Books,
1970), p. 67; W. J. Reader, Architect of Airpower: The Life of the First Viscount
Weir (London: Collins, 1968), p. 270; Roger Brown, Fashoda Reconsidered (Bal-
timore, Md.: Johns Hopkins Press, 1970), pp. 24-32, 85.
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in general agreement. In other important cases there are basic disputes,
but the key to them is not divergent bureaucratic interests, Doves and
hawks on Vietnam were to be found in all parts of the American govern-
ment. Views on whether to take a hard line toward Japan before World
War 1I, and specifically on the crucial issue of embargoing oil and other
vital raw materials, were only loosely related to organizational affilia-
tions. The advice that Truman received at the start of the Berlin block-
ade and the Korean War and most of the differences that emerged in the
discussions during the Cuban missile crisis were not predictable by the
participants’ roles.

In the missile crisis none of the leading officials espoused views that
were linked to his position within the government. The Republican sec-
retary of the treasury was concerned about the effects of a “soft" re-
sponse on the fortunes of the Democratic party in the coming elections;
the secretary of defense at first argued that the missiles did not present
a major military threat; the secretary of state did not take a strong posi-
tion and did not pay special attention to the political consequences of
various moves; and the attorney general opposed an air strike. (It should
also be noted that his view carried great weight not because of his gov-
ernmental position or independent political resources, but because he
was thought to speak for the president.)

The other claim—that policies can be explained by bureaucratic
maneuvering—could be supported in either of two ways. First, it could
be shown that different parts of the government carry out, or fail to carry
out, policies in ways that are consistent with their preferences and rou-
tines rather than with the decisions of the national leaders. But the other
possible linkage in the second point—the argument that authoritative
decisions can be explained by the interaction of bureaucratic stands--
raises difficulties that go deeper than the temporary absence of evidence.
To verify this claim we must be able to specify the expected relationship
between the variety of bureaucratic positions on the one hand and policy
outcomes on the other. It is not enough to show that the outcome can be
seen as a compromise among views that have been advocated by various
parts of the government. Almost any decision could fit this description.
The theory must provide generalizations that tell us more exactly what
the outcome will be. If the goals of different parts of the bureaucracy are
complementary, then presumably each agency will give up its position
on the part of the program it cares least about in order to gain a larger
voice on those issues that are more important to it. Presumably the suc-
cess of an organization in conflicts with others is related to its strength
(determined independently of outcomes), although as we noted this
raises further questions. Still another likely pattern is that the symbols
will be given to one side in a bureaucratic conflict and the substance to

lEl'l'llllll'l'



28 —The Setting

the other. But much more detail is needed. Furthermore, these general-
izations must not involve the values and beliefs that vary with the identity
of the top decision-makers, and they must be able to explain how policies
change. The latter task poses great problems since bureaucratic struc-
tures and interests often remain constant over periods in which policies
shift.

Although the paucity of research on this level makes conclusions espe-
cially tentative, it is hard to see how any of the major decisions of Amer-
ican foreign policy in recent years could meet this test. The Marshall
Plan, the establishment of NATO, the crucial decisions in Korea, the
rearmament that followed, the decision to integrate West Germany into
West Europe, the New Look in defense, American policy in the Suez
crisis, Kennedy’s attempt to increase conventional forces in Europe, the
major decisions to fight and later withdraw from Vietnam, and crucial
choices in the Cuban missile crisis cannot be explained as the outcome
of intrabureaucratic conflict. That these decisions combined major ele-
ments of positions held within the bureaucracy is hardly surprising be-
cause different parts of the bureaucracy serve and represent divergent
values that the president seeks to further. Thus what seems to be a clash
of bureaucratic interests and stands can often be more fruitfully viewed
as a clash among values that are widely held in both the society and the
decision-makers’ own minds. What embarrasses the theories under con-
sideration here is that, while the decisions listed above did embody some
of the preferences that had been articulated by parts of the bureaucracy,
they did not combine them in a way that can be predicted by rules of bu-
reaucratic politics. Or, to put the argument more exactly, until we have
a theory that specifies how policy is formed out of conflicting bureau-
cratic perspectives and preferences, we cannot tell whether any given
outcome can be explained by this level of analysis. As things stand now,
there is no way to explore the extent to which bureaucratic factors cause
the outcome because we have no grounds for claiming that a different
constellation of bureaucratic interests and forces would have produced
a different result or that the outcome would have been different were
there no bureaucracies at all.

PERCEPTIONS, REALITY, AND A TWO-STEP MODEL

Our discussion thus far leads to the conclusion that it is often impossible
to explain crucial decisions and policies without reference to the deci-
sion-makers’ beliefs about the world and their images of others. That is
to say, these cognitions are part of the proximate cause of the relevant
behavior and other levels of analysis cannot immediately tell us what
they will be. And even if we found that people in the same situation—be
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it international, domestic, or bureaucratic—behave in the same way, it
is useful to examine decision-making if there are constant differences
between the decision-makers’ perceptions and reality. In this case all
people might react in the same way to the same situation, but this behav-
ior would puzzle an observer because it was self-defeating, based on in-
correct beliefs about the world, or generally lacking in a high degree of
rationality.?®* Many of the propositions advanced in this book fit in this
category: they are generalizations about how decision-makers perceive
others’ behavior and form judgments about their intentions. These pat-
terns are explained by the general ways in which people draw inferences
from ambiguous evidence and, in turn, help explain many seemingly in-
comprehensible policies. They show how, why, and when highly intelli-
gent and conscientious statesmen misperceive their environments in spe-
cified ways and reach inappropriate decisions.

Other propositions in this book deal with cases in which an analysis
of decision-making is necessary because people in the same situations be-
have differently. This is often the case because people differ in their per-
ceptions of the world in general and of other actors in particular. Some-
times it will be useful to ask who, if anyone, was right; but often it will
be more fruitful to ask why people differed and how they came to see the
world as they did.

The exploration of the images actors hold and the development of the
two kinds of propositions discussed above should be seen in the context
of a mediated or two-step model.?” Rather than trying to explain foreign

26 The knowledge gained by studying how people view the world and process
incoming information can lead to the discovery of patterns in state behavior that
would not be apparent to an observer who had ignored decision-making. We may
be able to say, for example, that two kinds of situations, although not seeming
alike to later scholars, will appear to be similar to contemporary decision-makers
and will be seen to call for similar responses. Thus, once we have examined a
number of cases, detected common deviations, and isolated their causes, we could
apply this knowledge to theories that do not call for intensive analysis of decision-
making.

27 See Charles Osgood, “Behavior Theory and the Social Sciences,” in Roland
Young, ed., Approaches to the Study of Politics (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern
University Press, 1958), pp. 217-44. For a recent discussion and application, sce
Richard Jessor and Shirley Jessor, “The Perceived Environment in Behavioral
Science,"” American Behavioral Scientist 16 (July/August 1973), 801-27. In an
interesting critique, Robert Gorman asks “Must we look into the perception of
the decision-maker at the time the decision was being made by centering our
political analysis on the decision-maker himself? Or, should we concentrate on
the social organization of which the decision-maker is a part and the social environ-
ment in which both the organization and the individual function? If we accept
the first choice, then social factors assume a secondary, instrumental purpose, If
we choose the second framework, the perceptions of the decision-maker would
seem to be logically dependent on external rules, and investigation into the nature
of individual perception would be absurd. If we combine the two, as the decision-
making theorists seem to have done, we are left with a theory in which each
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policies as the direct consequence of variables at the three levels of anal-
ysis previously discussed, we will examine the actor’s perceptions as one
of the immediate causes of his behavior. Thus Britain and France felt
that their security was endangered by Germany before both world wars.
They may have been mistaken in the first case and correct in the second,
but both cases can be grouped together in discussing the immediate
causes of their responses.

Our understanding of the actor’s images and beliefs affects the further
question that we ask about that event and the behavior that we expect
of the actor in other cases. For example, when it was believed that most
American decision-makers had thought that escalation would bring a
quick victory in Vietnam, the interesting questions concéerned the reasons
for this error and the ways by which successive small steps increased the
stakes of the conflict. If the decision-makers believed that victory was
cheap, it is not surprising that they acted as they did. But by revealing
that the decision-makers had a relatively accurate view of the chances
of success, the Pentagon Papers and related commentaries have shown
that the crucial question is why saving Vietnam was considered impor-
tant enough to justify the high expected price. This then leads us to look
at this and other American actions in terms of beliefs about “domino ef-
fects” rather than directing our attention to commitments that develop
inadvertently and “quagmires” that trap unwary statesmen. Similarly, the
question about Russian behavior raised by the Cuban missile crisis prob-
ably is not “What Soviet calculus and risk-taking propensity could ex-
plain this bold and dangerous step?” but rather “How could they have
so badly misestimated the probable American response?''?®* And previous
Soviet behavior can be re-examined to see if it could be explained by

premise is negated by the existence of the other, and the general theory itself is
left to flounder in a formalistic but meaningless syncretism.” (“On the Inade-
quacies of Non-Philosophical Political Science: A Critical Analysis of Decision-
Making Theory," International Studies Quarterly 14 [December 1970), 408.) The
use of a two-step model avoids this contradiction,

28 Daniel Ellsberg, “The Quagmire Myth and the Stalemate Machine," in Papers
on the War (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1972), pp. 42-135; Leslie Gelb,
“Vietnam: The System Worked,” Foreign Policy No. 3 (Summer 1971), 140-67;
Klaus Knorr, “Failures in National Intelligence Estimates: The Case of the Cuban
Missiles,” World Politics 16 (April 1967), 455-67. Theodore Draper fails to see
the significance of these kinds of questions in explaining the American interven-
tion in the Dominican Republic. (“The Dominican Intervention Reconsidered,”
Political Science Quarterly 86 [March 1971), 26-28.) To take an example from
another field, the fact that young people in less politicized homes share fewer of
their parents' political views than do those in more highly politicized families is
not to be explained by the former group having less desire to adopt their parents’
beliefs, but by their lack of knowledge about what their parents believe. (Richard
Niemi, How -Family Members Perceive Each Other [New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1974], pp. 200-201.)
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similar misperceptions. As we will discuss in the next chapter, actors as
well as scholars must engage in these kinds of analyses.

Of course perceptions, and more specifically perceptions of other
actors, are not the only decision-making variables that are important.
That two actors have the same perceptions does not guarantee that they
will adopt the same response. But their responses will often be the same,
and, when they are not, it is usually relatively easy to find the causes of
the differences. Although people with different images of an adversary
may agree on the appropriate response, just as people may favor the
same policy for different reasons, this agreement is apt to be short-lived.
As we will see in later chapters, the roots of many important disputes
about policies lie in differing perceptions. And in the frequent cases when
the actors do not realize this, they will misunderstand their disagreement
and engage in a debate that is unenlightening,

Images, however, are not first causes, and so we will try to find the
causes both of common misperceptions and of difTerences in perceptions.
Thus the second step in the model involves relating the images held, if
not to reality, then at least to the information available to the actor.
How, for example, do statesmen come to develop their images of other

" actors? What evidence do they pay most attention to? What makes them

perceive threat? Under what conditions do they think that the other, al-
though hostile, has only limited objectives? What differentiates legiti-
mate inducements from bribes? What kinds of behavior are most apt to
change an established image?

This is not to claim that we will be able to explain nearly all state be-
havior. As we will discuss in the context of learning from history, propo-
sitions about both the causes and the effects of images can only be prob-
abilistic. There are too many variables at work to claim more. In the,
cases in which we are interested, decision-makers are faced with a large
number of competing values, highly complex situations, and very am-
biguous information. The possibilities and reasons for misperceptions
and disagreements are legion. For these reasons, generalizations in this
area are difficult to develop, exceptions are common, and in many in-
stances the outcomes will be influenced by factors that, from the stand-
point of most theories, must be considered accidental. Important per-
ceptual predispositions can be discovered, but often they will not be
controlling.




