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13 The virtue of uncertain advice: Robert Jervis’
Perception and Misperception in
International Politics

Shiping Tang’

In Perception and Misperception in International Politics (P&M),? displaying ‘prodi-
gious learning’ in his early to middle thirtics,> Robert Jervis was able to weave (social)
psychology, the history of science and technology (e.g. pp. 165-72, 195-201) and, of
course, diplomatic and international histories, into a marvel.

P&M solidified the status of political/social psychology of international pofitics as a
legitimate field of inquiry in International Relations (IR).* Yet, P&M is much more
than an importation of psychology into IR. It touches upon a host of key IR issues,
puzzles and concepts that remain essential for understanding IR. P&M offers extensive,
profound and enlightening, yet often uncertain (in the positive sense of the word),
insights into some of the most central problems i IR.

Jervis’s classic is not just dry stuff for IR scholars only. Like his other works, P&M
speaks loudly (although not always unambiguously) to policy-makers. Each chapter in
P&M contains a wealth of information that aletts policy-makers to the profound
ambiguities, difficult trade-offs and psychological obstacles in making strategic deci-
sions: indeed, most of the chapters have a section entitled ‘implications for decision-
making’ or ‘suggestions’. It is not an overstatement that Jervis’s works offer far more
(albeit demanding) advice than most of the policy-oriented books that purport to offer
clear-cut solutions to pressing problems.” Decision~makers do themselves (and all of us)
a disservice by ignoring his witty, subtle, but never certain, teaching. It is a safe bet
that, after reading Jervis, all of us (including decision-makers) will probably be left with
a slightly deflated (or at Ieast, a less inflated) ego, because one of Jervis's cardinal
messages is that our perceptions and judgements are marred by many biases and errors
that are hard to avoid.®

The rest of this short appraisal of P&M consists of the following. Section I intro-
duces the volume’s structure. Section II singles out the volume’s major contributions.
Section III offers a critique of the volume. I conclude with some observations on the
future of a psychological approach to TR and political science in general as well as on
the future of social psychology itself.

Before I move on to the specifics, however, I would like to emphasize two key mes-
sages that Jervis has been trying to convey to IR (and the broader social sciences) that
unfortunately have long been underappreciated in the post-Waltzian rush towards the-
oretical parsimony and the quest for firm answers. The first message is an insistence on
the need for a multi-levelled and systemic rather than structural approach towards
social sciences (especially pp. 18-31, emphasis added).” At the onset of P&M (p. ),
Jervis explicitly states that his approach will be ‘eclectic’ (‘too eclectic for some tastes’,
in his own words), and this ability to eclectically draw from a wide range of literature,
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in addition to IR and political sciences, has been a hallmark of Jerviss long and dis-
tinguished career. This eclectic approach, already apparent in his Logic of Images,®
anticipates his most interesting work, System Effects.® In my view, scholars who draw
from a wide literature and consider more factors at different levels will always be more
sophisticated than scholars who tend to reason simplistically under the cover of seeking
parsimony.

The second message is Jervis’s appreciation of the complexity of social systems and.
thus. his refusal to give clear-cut answers to many questions: for him, it is simply self-
evident that there cannot be firm and definitive answers to many questions, because
social life is simply too complex. This message, undoubtedly not very popular, was
most explicitly articulated in System Effects,'® although both Logic of Images and
P&M already underscore the message, however implicitly.

Finally, a specific caveat regarding P&M is in order. Jervis has always taken signal-
ling and reading signals (i.e. perception and misperception) to be two sides of the same
coin.!! Indeed, his original plan was to study both signalling and perception, and he
decided to work on the two sides separately only after the task had turned out to be too
large, For Jervis, therefore, Logic of Images and P&M are part of the same (ongoing)
project, and we do ourselves a service by reading the two texts together, despite the fact
that P&M has received far greater attention than Logic of Images.

The structure and scope of Perception and Misperception
On the first page of P&M (p. 3), Jervis posed the central questions for his book:

What are the causes and consequences of misperception? What kinds of perceptual
errors commonly occur in decision-making? How are beliefs about politics and
images of other actors formed and altered? How do decision-makers draw infer-
ences from information, especially information that could be seen as contradicting
their own views?

Affirming that decision-makers’ perceptions do matter for understanding important
issues in international politics, Jervis then goes on to show that ‘many important dif-
ferences in policy preferences are traceable to differences in decision-makers’ percep-
tions of their environment and that there are imporiant differences between reality and -
shared or common perceptions’ (pp. 14-15). Methodologically, Jervis relied on a two-
step model: first establishing decision-makers’ perceptions as the immediate or proxy
indicators for their decisions and then relating those perceptions to reality, or at least to
the information available to decision-makers. Of course, this was done on the under-
standing that psychological factors are not the only factors that influence decision-
makers’ perceptions: other factors such as international and domestic politics are
legion, but they have to be put to one side in order to concentrate on the already huge
task in hand {pp. 28-31).

After the short introductory chapter, P&M is divided into four major parts. Part I,
“The Setting’, comprises three chapters. Chapter 1 deals with perception as part of the
‘level of analysis’ problem (i.e. viewing IR from the individual, state, and systemic
levels). Chapter 2 introduces the question of how the behaviour of others is perceived,
with a special focus on intentions that paves the way for the discussion in Chapter 3.
Chapter 3, undoubtedly the most cited part of the whole book, explores the contrast
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between the deterrence model and the spiral model, which centres on the intentions of
the adversary. This chapter anticipates another of Jervis’s seminal articles, ‘Cooperation
under the Security Dilemma’.!? This chapter also identifies reassurance as a process
that builds cooperation and trust between states (see below).

Part II, ‘Processes of Perception’, comprises four chapters. Chapter 4 introduces
‘cognitive consistency’ as a major source of misperceptions, emphasizing the impact of
(relatively) deeply held preconceptions on our perceptions. Chapter 5 deals with the
impact of our immediate concerns on our processing of incoming information, regard-
less of whether there is communication between the objects we wish to learn about and
ourselves. Building on the discussion in previous chapters, Chapter 6 explores a key
topic: ‘how decision-makers learn from history’. The chapter also contains a tantalizing
appendix on the impact of domestic politics and training on perception and judgement,
which Jervis unfortunately did not develop further in the book. Chapter 7 discusses the
possibility and the means of attitude change, in light of the fact that we tend to main-
tain, if not strengthen, our existing perceptions and judgements even in possession of
discrepant information.

Part III, ‘Common Misperceptions’, focuses on several important misperceptions
and their sources. This part again has four chapters. Chapter 8 addresses the agency of
others as centralized or coherent: we often see the behaviour of others as more cen-
tralized, planned, coordinated and therefore often more wicked and threatening than
they actually are. Chapter 9 underscores our tendency to overestimate our importance
as causes of others’ desired behaviours or as target of their undesired behaviours.
Chapter 10 explores the impact of desires and fears on perception. Finally, Chapter 11
singles out cognitive dissonance as a major source of cognitive distortion after we have
committed to a particular policy or behaviour, especially when things have not turned
out as expected or desired.!?

Part IV is a short concluding chapter that gives some advice on how to minimize
misperceptions, recognizing that total avoidance is impossible,

The lasting impact of Perception and Misperception

To some extent, P&M 18 unique among classics of IR: unlike many others, P&M does
not offer a grand theory or a sweeping narrative about international politics. Instead,
P&M elaborates and touches upon a host of key IR issues, puzzles and concepts, At
the very least, these include uncertainty, intentions versus interests and resolve (pp. 48--54),
the security dilemma/spiral model, deterrence, trust and trustworthiness (p. 44), reas-
surance attempts and programmes (p. 82), signalling, reading signals (i.e. perceptions
and misperceptions), the commitment problem (pp. 44-45), objective and subjective
incompatibility of interest (pp. 75-76), concern for reputation of resolve (pp. 102-7),
the domino effect as positive feedback (pp. 58-62, 100-107),'* sunk costs and sticking
with a bad policy (Chapters 4 and 11). It even anticipates “framing’ and ‘loss aversion’
(pp. 51-52, 393-99) as captured by prospect theory.!’

Owing o ifs broad canvas and nuanced arguments, P&M is not an easy target for
critics. Rather, P&M opened up a vast new territory for exploration and inspired an
ever-growing literature, directly and indirectly: P&AM is an ideal launching pad for
understanding the psychological dimensions in international politics, Indeed, many
dissertations and monographs have been written to tease out, criticize, refine and
develop some of the themes that emerged from P&M.'® Below, I focus on those
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fundamental concepts and notions in P&M that have been the most influential and
received the most attention.

The security dilemma, the spiral model and intentions

Jervis’s discussion of the spiral model and the security dilemma in Chapter 3 of P&M
and ‘Cooperation under the Security Dilemma’ have turned the security dilemma and
the spiral model into some of IR’s key concepts.!” They also inspired an extensive lit-
erature on the security dilemma as a possible cause of ethnic conflict,’® although this
literature has been saddled by much conceptual confusion that was not cleared up until
very recently.!?

Building upon Osgood’s ‘gradual reciprocation in tension-reduction’ (GRIT),>°
Chapter 3 of P&M also laid part of the foundation for understanding reassurance as a
cooperation and trust-building process and how mistrust can form between two benign
states and prevent them from achieving cooperation.?! This chapter also provides a key
platform for bringing arms control into reassurance and cooperation-building.??

Chapter 3 makes it clear that gauging the intentions of others is a key task for states.
This key emphasis laid part of the theoretical foundation for the school of defensive
realism.” Jervis also noted that intentions interact with interest and resolve (pp. 48-49).
His discussion, thus, points to the need for a more fine-grained differentiation of four
internal dimensions (capabilities, interests, intentions and resolve) and the external
environment when it comes to understanding an actor’s behaviour (or non-behaviour),
which was taken up recently.?* Relatedly, Jervis also developed a typology of states
based on their willingness to fake risks (pp. 48-54). Even more strikingly, Jervis’s
insistence that states can change their types anticipates the possibility of ‘identity
changes’, long before constructivism became fashionable, as he wittily noted later.?’

Cognition, emotion and learning in war and peace

A central theme from P&M has been that nothing can be more off the mark than
assuming decision-makers to be capable of digesting and synthesizing vast amounts of
information in a cool-headed fashion, especially in times of crisis. This theme too has
inspired a growing literature, and it tends to be more empirical in orientation. With in-
depth investigations of historical cases, these works provided more robust evidence that
faulty perceptions and judgements often do lead to misguided decisions, resulting in
the escalation of international crises and unfulfilled cooperation.

Building on Jervis’s discussion about cognitive closure and dissonance, Lebow
showed that many international crises originated in or escalated to war owing, in no
small part, to decision-makers’ irrational cognitive closure and urge to reduce cognitive
dissonance under the influence of stresses and emotions.?® Larson inquired into the
otiging of containment policy as a shifiing of beliefs and attitudes by examining the belief
systems and schemas of key US decision-makers in the early days of the Cold War.*’
Bringing political consideration firmly into the picture, Farnham examined Franklin
Roosevelt’s reading into and coping with the looming threat posed by Hitler’s Germany
both before and after the Munich Crisis.?®

Taking Jervis’s discussion about learning from history and the psychological litera-
ture on heuristics as a starting point,”® Khong explored how historical events shaped
analogies (as a form of heuristics) which in turn shaped perception of interests and
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choices of strategies by key US decision-makers in the months leading up to the fateful
escalation in Vietnam in the summer of 1965.3° Reiter, critically building upon Jervis
and Khong, explores how small states’ choice of allies is based on learning from their
past experiences with both quantitative and qualitative methods.*!

Examining costly US interventions in the Third World and their aftermaths, Hopf
identified the misplaced belief in domino effects by US decision-makers as a key factor
that had propelled the USA into those interventions.>> Mercer’s Reputation in International
Relations focuses on reputation as images of others based on their past behaviour. His
central argument is that much of decision-makers’ concern for their reputation for
resolve during conflict, or their belief in the ‘domino theory’, may be unfounded.*

Although not directly influenced by, but certainly encouraged by P&M, McDermott
deployed prospect theory to examine the conditions under which US decision-makers
are more or less willing to take risks during foreign policy crises.** More recently,
Taliaferro has applied prospect theory to understand why leaders persisted with dead-end
policies despite mounting evidence that their policies were doomed.*

Things to desire in Perception and Misperception

Classics are classics not because they are faultless. Perhaps the most glaring omission in
P&M is an all too evident lack of attention to emotion, as Jervis himself recognized
and readily admitted later.’® Although P&M mentions ego and decision-makers’ poli-
tical motivation from time to time {e.g. pp. 382n2, 400n37, Chapter 10), its core
approach is cold cognitive, conforming to the mood of psychology of its time: its only
focused discussion on emotion being in Chapter 10 concerning desires and fear. Indeed,
Jervis himself, on the opening page, singled out that ‘more attention is paid to emo-
tional than to cognitive actors’ as a major fault of the psychology literature of the era,
as if emotions and perceptions can be separated.®’

Yet, it is apparent from even Jervis’s own discussion in P&M that much of what he
had to say cannot operate without emotions (pp. 68-94, Chapters 4, 5, 9 and 11).
Without egocentrism and ethnocentrism (i.e. group feelings), there can be no self-
interest and national interest. Without egocentrism and ethnocentrism, it is hard to
understand why we tend to have little empathy for the interests, intentions and
demonstrations of resolve of others, and why even genuinely aggressive states tend to
put much of the blame on the other side and neglect the possibility that one’s own
behaviour has been a cause of undesired reactions of others. Without decision-makers’
egos and the motivated biases derived from them, it is hard to explain why they tend to
resist trade-offs when facing difficult choices and stick with doomed policies while dis-
missing disconfirming information along the way: these biases are motivated, both
emotionally and materially (cf. Chapters 4 and 11).8

Likewise, without fear, it is hard to understand the salience of the enemy image and,
in turn, the commitment problem (e.g. pp. 310-11).% Without fear, it is hard to
understand the differential perceptions of malignant and benign intentions. Without
fear and ego, it is hard to understand why we tend to overestimate our importance as
the cause of desired behaviour of others and as the target of their undesired behaviour
(pp. 343-55).*° Finally, without emotions, it is hard o understand post-decisional
emotional conflict and stress.*! To put it bluntly, without emotions such as fear, honour
and ethnocentrism, it is hard to understand international politics and the broader
social world, as Reinhold Niebuhr pointed out long ago.®?
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A second fault of P&M lies in its not entirely consistent use of concepts, labels and
categories. Most prominently, Jervis did not neafly tic up all the loose ends on the |
security dilemma and the spiral model.** As such, many have extended and expanded, ‘
if not bent, the security dilemma and the spiral model to the degree of abusing the
concept, resulting in much confusion which was not redressed until very recently.*#

Finally, although Jervis was extremely careful when grafting psychological literature
to IR, he often uses evidence from domestic scenarios (e.g. labour negotiations and
congressional hearings) to illustrate situations in IR. This is not always valid: anarchy
does make a difference.**

The futare of psychology in international politics

Building on the works of George, Jervis, Janis and many others, studying the psycho-
logical dimensions of IR has become a thriving (sub-)field within IR and the ficld has
grown alongside psychology. Yet, the field is not without its challenges. To begin with,
the psychological literature has been very fragmented, as psychologists themselves have
acknowledged. This means that when explaining a complex social fact, we need more
than just a few psychological traits. Yet, too often, many psychology-based works on
IR (and on political issues in general) tend to single out one or two psychological traits
in order to explain some fairly complex social facts, often without combining them
with political factors (e.g. domestic politics). Alternatively, they tend to pit different o
psychological traits against each other as if our brains always operate using one circuit ’
at a time, This not only oversimplifies complex social facts but results in the fallacy of
‘over-psychologizing’ of which Jervis gave warning. To better understand political
decisions, we need to synthesize politics and psychology more organically and rely on
more than one or two psychological traits, despite the methodological obstacles.*¢ In
the same vein, we also have to resist the terptation to pit rational reasoning against
psychological logic or to pit different psychological traits against each other.

Second, even if we want to look into how the interaction between cognition, emotion
and politics shapes decision-makers’ perceptions and decisions in the real world, this
may prove to be a very difficult, if not impossible, task. Khong as well as Lebow and
Stein came closest because they were able to interview some key decision-makers at
times of crisis, but their successes may be difficult to repeat.*” When this is the case,
perhaps IR theorists should become less elite-centric and shift to focus on the interaction
between cognition, emotion and politics at the popular level. On this front, the inter-
action of politics and collective memories in intrastate and interstale reconciliations
may be a fertile ground for developing new ideas.*®

Third and related to the second, a key challenge for the psychological study of IR is
to link psychological factors with big issues. On this front, constructivism’s emphasis on
identity and identity changes is an obvious trial field.** As Jervis rightly pointed out,
however, much of constructivism for years has been very structural, ignoring psycho-
logical factors altogether. Yet, whereas realism as a mostly materialist approach can
somewhat afford to ignore the real processes of ideational change and the transforma-
tional power of ideas in human society, constructivism cannot, preaching as it does the
transformational power of ideas. Structural constructivism (without psychology) is thus
an oxymoron. We need to bridge the gap between macro-social (material and idea-
tional) changes and psychological changes. On this front, Norbert Elias’s magnum opus
The Civilizing Process,” which masterfully weaves together psychological changes and
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macro-social changes (both material and ideational), should be a constant source of
inspiration.

Finally, IR theorists have not been shy about borrowing from the psychological lit-
erature. However, can IR theorists contribute to social psychology, theoretically? Some
have been trying to do this by formulating new theories that promise to integrate many
dispersed psychological theories and to advance new hypotheses regarding our psy-
chology that arc testable in experimental settings.> At the same time, we also need
psychologists to draw from IR and the broader political sciences and sociology litera-
ture. So far, social psychologists have almost exclusively drawn inspirations from each
other, and the dialogue between social psychology and political sciences or sociology
has mostly been a one-way street. Yet, social psychology cannot expect to mature by
working mostly with college sophomores. Instead, social psychologists have a great
deal to gain by learning from and cooperating with political scientists and sociologists
because the latter know a lot about how individuals, from key decision-makers to
voters, think and act in important real life situations. And in this regard P&M has
shown the way.
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