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It used to be taken for granted that relative power and relative interest were of fundamental importance in determining how international crises run their course—that the weak would defer to the strong and the side that cared less about the issues at stake would tend to give way in the dispute.  But in an important article published in 1994, James Fearon argued that in a rational world relative power and relative interest and indeed anything observable in advance should already have been taken into account as the policies that led up to a crisis were being worked out.  Outcomes would therefore be determined by new information revealed during the crisis about how far each state was willing to go.  And information of that sort, he said, could not be effectively conveyed through “quiet diplomatic exchanges,” given that states “have strong incentives to misrepresent their willingness to fight in order to get a better deal.”  The rival powers would have to do things that “allow them credibly to reveal their own preferences.”  “Cheap talk”  could not convey new information, since “a state with low resolve may have no disincentive to sending” such signals;  a move made during a crisis had to be “costly signal” if it was to “warrant revising beliefs.”  Only costs “generated in the course of the crisis itself” could “convey new information about a state’s resolve”;  only costly signaling could enable the receiver of the signal to distinguish between low-resolve and high-resolve adversaries.

What then allows a state to make its true preferences known?  Fearon argued that one particular mechanism played a key role in this regard.  Crises take place in public, and a government might well have to pay a domestic political price if it backed down in the dispute.  In such circumstances, it would be less likely to make threats that it did not intend to follow through on than if it could bluff with impunity;  those threats it did make would therefore be taken more seriously.  This audience costs mechanism, as it was called, thus allowed states to make credible commitments in this kind of conflict.  And indeed the claim was that this mechanism was of fundamental importance—that it played a “crucial role” (as Fearon put it) in “generating the costs that enable states to learn” during a crisis.
  Or as Alastair Smith, another leading audience costs theorist, put the point: public foreign policy statements “are only credible when leaders suffer domestically if they fail to fulfill their commitments.”
  

It follows, these theorists argue, that democracies probably have a bargaining advantage in international crises.  Relative audience costs, in Fearon’s model, matter a great deal:  “the side with a stronger domestic audience (e.g., a democracy) is always less likely to back down than the side less able to generate audience costs (a nondemocracy).”
  Fearon himself, to be sure, was quite cautious in developing that argument.  The idea that democratic leaders “have an easier time generating audience costs” he advanced simply as a “plausible working hypothesis.”
  But other writers have made stronger claims, and the basic idea that the audience costs mechanism gives democracies a certain bargaining advantage, especially in crisis situations, is taken quite seriously in the international relations literature.

Fearon and other scholars who argued in that vein were basically making a theoretical argument, and they developed that argument by showing how particular models work.  But a theory is of value only to the extent that it rings true when one examines the empirical evidence.  And clearly their assumption was that the “audience costs story” was empirically plausible—that it was empirically true that many crises appear “as competitions in creating domestic political audience costs.”
  Fearon’s argument, as he himself pointed out, was rooted in an “empirical claim, namely that crises are public events carried out in front of domestic political audiences and that this fact is crucial to understanding why they occur and how they unfold.”

But does the audience costs theory in fact hold up in the light of the empirical evidence?  It is not obvious how one should go about answering that question.  Direct statistical tests, as Kenneth Schultz has pointed out, “are fraught with methodological difficulties.”
  The more effective the audience costs mechanism is, the less likely it is that audience costs themselves would actually be incurred (since the opposing side would back down).  “This creates a problem for statistical inference,” Schultz notes, “because the outcomes that we observe should be associated with lower domestic costs, on average, than the outcomes that we do not observe.”
  It is hard, therefore, to draw inferences about how powerful the audience costs mechanism is by just studying the audience costs that are actually incurred—and yet statistical inference deals with observables.  

If direct tests are impossible, one can always try to infer additional propositions from the model and subject them to empirical analysis.  But the problem here is that those propositions might also be consistent with very different sets of assumptions.  Hypotheses inferred from an audience costs model might thus make perfect sense to people who do not find the audience costs theory plausible, so even if a statistical analysis supports those hypotheses, that finding would not convince these skeptics that the theory is basically valid. Given these problems, perhaps the best way to get a handle on this issue is to do historical analysis.  “Where large sample statistical tests come up short,” Schultz writes, historical cases studies “may be the most effective way of deciding whether the search for audience costs is a fruitful enterprise.”

So my goal here is to examine the audience costs theory in the light of the historical evidence—that is, to see how much of a role the audience costs mechanism, as Fearon defined it, plays in determining the way international crises run their course.  I will be looking at a set of crises—episodes in which there was a significant perceived risk of war—involving great powers, at least one of which was a democracy, and which were settled without war.
These criteria were chosen for the following reasons.  The cases are all crises because the Fearon theory explicitly deals with crises.  But I will be looking only at great power crises for essentially practical reasons.  In crises between minor powers, or between a great power and a minor power, the possibility of intervention on the part of an outside great power is often very real, and this considerably complicates the analysis.  Great power crises generally have a simpler structure, so their logic should stand out more clearly.  And that means that if audience costs play a key role in shaping outcomes, that role should be easier to see in such cases.

The focus here, moreover, is on crises in which at least one of the contending parties is a democracy, since much of the debate on this issue has to do with whether the audience costs mechanism gives democracies an advantage over non-democratic regimes.  This means that the crises to be examined all took place after 1867.  It was in that year, with the passage of the Second Reform Act, that Great Britain became a democracy, or at least that is what both historians and political scientists commonly argue.
  No other great power (if certain brief revolutionary periods in France are ignored) could be considered a democracy before that point.

Finally, only those crises that did not terminate in war will be examined here.  The rationale has to do with the basic thrust of the Fearon theory.  His argument, both in his audience costs paper and in his very important article “Rationalist Explanations for War,” is that rational states in a sense should be able to reach a bargain that would enable them to avoid war, but sometimes cannot do so because they suspect each other of bluffing.
  It follows that anything that would allow them to credibly reveal their actual preferences might point the way to a clear outcome and thus allow them to credibly head off an armed conflict, and the audience costs mechanism, in Fearon’s view, provides an effective way for them to do so.  What this means is that if that mechanism is as important as Fearon suggests, we are more likely to see it in operation in crises that end peacefully than in those that end in war.
That set of criteria generates a list of about a dozen crises:  the “War-in-Sight” crisis of 1875;  the Eastern Crisis of 1877-78;  the Fashoda crisis; the two Moroccan crises; the Rhineland crisis of 1936; the Czech crisis of 1938; the Turkish and Iranian crises of 1946; the Berlin Blockade of 1948;  and the Berlin and Cuban crises of 1958-62.  This is not a long list, and all of those episodes will be examined here.  But there is nothing sacrosanct about that set of crises. One could easily argue, for example, that China was a great power in the 1950s and that the Sino-American crises of that decade should be included in the list.  I have no fundamental quarrel with arguments of that sort.  I assume only that if the audience costs mechanism is as powerful as many scholars believe, we should see it at work in crises that unambiguously meet the criteria laid out here, and especially the crises discussed in the next section.

That section will deal with crises in which a democratic power prevailed—that is, with crises in which its opponent backed down.  These were the cases in which the audience costs mechanism is most likely to have played an important role, but how important was it in reality?  Did the democratic state deliberately try to exploit it, and (more importantly) did its opponent pull back because it could now see that that state’s threats were credible because audience costs would be incurred if it gave way in the dispute?  The section after that, much shorter and less systematic, will look at what happens when democracies lose.  How much of a price do their leaders pay in such cases and how does it compare with the price paid by leaders in non-democratic regimes?  Finally, in a concluding section, I will discuss the basic points that emerge from this analysis and what the findings here imply about the way this sort of issue needs to be studied.

WHEN DEMOCRACIES PREVAIL

In this section we will look at great power crises that were won by democracies:  five cases from the pre-World War I period and five from the Cold War period.  We will be interested in two main questions.  The more minor question has to do with the tactics employed by the democratic power.  Audience costs theorists sometimes suggest—and in this regard they build on Thomas Schelling’s argument about the importance in bargaining of the “power to bind oneself”—that the leaders of those countries choose to “go public” in a crisis with the deliberate goal of “burning their bridges” or “tying their hands” in order to gain a bargaining advantage.
  But how often do those leaders in fact opt for tactics of that sort?  The second and far more important question focuses on the calculations of their adversaries.  Whatever the intentions of the leaders of the democratic state, the audience costs mechanism can be decisive only if the opposing power understands why it would be hard for them to back down.  Unless it was able to see why their hands were tied, it would have no reason to conclude that they were not bluffing.  So for the audience costs argument to hold, the adversary power has to understand that the democratic leaders would find it hard to give way for fear of incurring audience costs.  But do governments confronting democratic states actually make this kind of calculation?

The “War-in-Sight” Crisis (1875)

On April 9, 1875, the Berlin Post published an article called “Is War in Sight?” arguing that because of developments in France, a Franco-German war might well be imminent.  The Post was closely linked to the German government, and other newspapers with official connections sounded similar themes.  It was commonly assumed at the time that the German chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, was behind the press campaign, and it seems quite clear in retrospect that that assumption was correct.
  Certainly Bismarck himself, both at the time and earlier, and both openly and in private, had argued that a preventive war against France would be justified as soon as it became clear that an armed confrontation was inevitable.  General Helmuth von Moltke, Germany’s top military officer, and Joseph Maria von Radowitz, one of Bismarck’s closest collaborators at the Foreign Office, also defended the idea of a preventive war in talks with foreign diplomats.

What was Bismarck up to?  Following her defeat in 1871, France had been forced to cede Alsace and much of Lorraine to Germany, but the French never accepted that arrangement as final.  France was rebuilding her military strength, but unless she had allies she could pose no real threat to Germany.  The danger was that a strong France might ally with one or more of Germany’s neighbors, and that danger would be particularly great if, as seemed possible, the monarchists, who in 1875 controlled the French government, seized power in that country.  Strong pressure therefore had to be brought to bear to prevent that from happening:  Germany’s threatening behavior might convince the French to pursue a non-provocative policy.  It might persuade French voters to back the republicans, or at least keep the monarchists from attempting a coup.

But if Germany had an interest in keeping France as weak and as isolated as possible, the other main powers had an interest in a relatively strong France as a counterweight to Germany.  “Bismarck is really another old Bonaparte again,” the British prime minister, Benjamin Disraeli, thought, “and he must be bridled.”
  He explained to the foreign secretary, Lord Derby, what needed to be done:  “We should construct some concerted movement to preserve the peace of Europe. . . There might be an alliance between Russia and ourself for this special purpose; and other powers, as Austria, and perhaps Italy, might be invited to accede.”
  Derby agreed that Britain and Russia could jointly pursue that kind of policy.  It could not be to “the interest of Russia,” he thought, “to have France destroyed and Germany omnipotent.”
  The Russians were, in fact, approached to see if the two countries could work together in this affair;  indeed, Disraeli suggested to them that if a Franco-German war did break out, other countries—meaning Britain and Russia—would intervene.
  The Russian leaders—both the Tsar and the chancellor, Prince Gorchakov—were about to visit Berlin.  It was taken for granted that they would try to preserve the peace and the British ambassador was instructed to support their efforts.  The Russian and British governments had little trouble getting the assurances they wanted, since the German emperor had never been willing to sanction a preventive war against France and Bismarck had been bluffing.
  When his bluff was called, he had little choice but to give way, and that was the end of the crisis.

What does this story tell us about the audience costs theory?  Audience costs were not the crucial factor in 1875.  The audience costs mechanism, in fact, played no real role at all.  The one clearly democratic power, Britain, intervened, but in a fairly low-key way, especially as far as the public was concerned.  It had not engaged in “costly signaling”:  “what we did,” Lord Derby wrote, “involved no risk and cost no trouble.”
  And even after the crisis had been settled, the government did not try to cash in on its “victory” in domestic political terms.  It sought to play down what it had done, and to stress how “unostentatious” its policy had been;  the details of its action were deliberately not revealed to the nation.
  Indeed, it is hard to see how the fact that Britain was now a democracy made any difference at all—how the democratic system gave British leaders more effective tools for the conduct of foreign policy than those they had long possessed.

So this particular case does not provide much support for the audience costs theory.  But it does not count heavily against that theory either.  Bismarck’s bluff was called rather easily, if only because of the emperor’s attitude.  Britain and Russia were pushing on an open door.  It did not take much to get the German chancellor to back down—to see that his own freedom of action was perhaps more limited than he had realized.  There was no need, in other words, for Britain to engage in “costly signaling.”  And that leaves open the possibility that in a more serious crisis, the audience costs mechanism might play a more important role.

But there is one point bearing on the theory that should be noted.  The audience costs theorists think that states profit in bargaining terms from an ability to generate audience costs—that taking a tough public stand (when that would generate audience costs) strengthens a country’s position and gives it the upper hand in a crisis.  But the 1875 case shows why “going public” might not always be a good idea:  public threats might alienate third powers and might lead them to take action that weakens one’s general political position.  Public threat-making, in other words, is not necessarily an effective instrument of statecraft.

The Eastern Crisis, 1877-78
In April 1877, Russia declared war on Turkey.  That action came after prolonged efforts, especially by the three eastern empires, to get Turkey to end the mistreatment of her mainly Christian subjects in southeastern Europe, and only after Russia had reached an important agreement with Austria governing the outcome of the war.  The Russian aim at first was to pursue only limited goals and to avoid conflict with the two other great powers, Austria and Britain, with strong interests in the area.  But in the course of the war Russian objectives escalated, especially after the fall of Plevna and the collapse of Turkish resistance in December 1877.  The government, carried away by or unable to resist strong nationalist and pan-Slav feeling, was tempted to end Turkish rule in the Balkans, liberate the Christian populations there, and even seize control of Constantinople and the Turkish Straits.  But that program was utterly unacceptable to the British government, and it seemed increasingly likely that Austria would side with Britain in a showdown.

From January through March 1878, Russia and Britain seemed to be on the verge of war.  In 1877, before it had become apparent just how far Russia was going to go, British opinion had been divided about how strong a line to take.  Prime Minister Disraeli was quite warlike even then, but the foreign secretary, Lord Derby, wanted very much to head off a conflict with Russia.
  So the actions the British government took in 1877 were relatively restrained.  When the Russians crossed the Danube at the end of June, the British fleet was ordered to Besika Bay, just south of the Turkish Straits, and in July the Russian ambassador was told by the British that (in B.H. Sumner’s paraphrase) “in the event of a Russian occupation of Constantinople the government would be free to adopt any measures they might think fit.”
  By the beginning of 1878, however, it seemed quite possible that Russia might actually occupy that city, and British policy hardened.  The fleet was sent up the Dardanelles and anchored within sight of the Turkish capital, near the island of Prinkipo;  Parliament approved supplementary appropriations and “military and naval preparations were pressed on with yet more urgent haste.”
  The Russians, as it turned out, did not occupy Constantinople, but their armies did move to within a few miles of the city, and at the beginning of March they were able to dictate peace terms to the Turks—terms which were not in line with what the Austrians had been promised before the war, and which neither the British nor the Austrians could accept.

It thus seemed (for about ten weeks) that “violent nationalist feelings” in both Russia and Britain would sweep both countries into war.
  The British, at the end of March, “called up the reserves and decided to bring a contingent of Indian troops to the Mediterranean.”
  That decision led to the resignation of Lord Derby and his replacement at the Foreign Office by Lord Salisbury.  Derby’s departure was seen by the Russians as a sign that Britain was heading toward war—and that in fact a military conflict was imminent.
  The immediate effect was to lead to a hardening of the Tsar’s attitude:  it was important to preempt a British move to seize Constantinople.
  But his brother, the military commander in the theater, did not do what the Tsar wanted.  He was replaced in April, but by then the whole political situation had changed.  

The pan-Slav tide had by that point receded, and Russian leaders were now prepared to approach the problem in a more sober, less emotional way.  Russia was in no position militarily, financially or politically to go to war against Britain, and probably against Austria as well.
  Britain, on the other hand, was then at the peak of her power:  “England will hardly feel the war,” the German ambassador in London noted, “while it will ruin Russia and throw back for at least a quarter of a century the development of this half-barbaric state.”
  But the situation in Britain had also changed and the British were now ready to make a bargain with the Tsar’s government.  Disraeli was now willing to allow Salisbury to call the shots, and Salisbury was prepared to make a reasonable peace with Russia:  to compromise on the Balkan issues and to accept some Russian territorial gains in both Europe and Asia.  On that basis he and the Russian ambassador in London, Count Peter Shuvalov, were able in May to reach an agreement that essentially settled the crisis;  the details were worked out at the Congress of Berlin later that year.

What light does this story throw on the audience costs question?  Do you see governments stirring up opinion at home to strengthen their bargaining position in confrontations with other powers?  Did governments interpret their adversaries’ public moves as creating situations in which, for domestic political reasons, they would find it hard to pull back?  And did that calculation play a crucial role in convincing them that the other side was not bluffing and that they themselves would therefore have to give way if war was to be avoided?

It turns out that the audience costs logic did come into play during the Eastern Crisis, albeit in a fairly limited way .  For Gorchakov, Sumner writes (referring to a relatively early stage of the crisis), “patriotic effervescence in Russia was in one sense far from unwelcome.  It could be used to strengthen his hand abroad, provided that it did not go beyond controllable limits.”
 And Disraeli, in October 1877, did consider a maneuver based on stirring up public opinion at home.  Britain, he thought, could in effect recommend terms for ending the Russo-Turkish War.  If Russia rejected those terms, “she would put herself much more in the wrong, and if the terms were publicly acknowledged by England as just and satisfactory, it would be very difficult for us to adhere to our present neutrality. Opinion at home would force us to action.”
  But he soon dropped the idea, and the Russians did not really believe that the British government’s hands were tied by a bellicose public opinion.  Indeed, Lord Derby told the Russian ambassador not to take Britain’s warlike moves too seriously.  “I know my colleagues well:  they do not want war, but to satisfy their party by demonstrations.” If the Russians did not allow themselves to be provoked, war might yet be avoided.  And Shuvalov, after some reflection, advised his government that Derby might well be right.

The Russians, in fact, were not impressed when the British government claimed at the Congress of Berlin that its hands were tied for domestic political reasons.  The issue here, which had to do with the status of the port of Batum, was fairly minor.  The British sought to convince the Russian government that because of Jingo feeling in Britain, the Russians should take a relatively moderate line on that issue.  They should be told, Disraeli thought, that if they were “not wise, they will have a Jingo Govt. & war with England in a month.”  Salisbury agreed to “do all that I can to frighten” Shuvalov.  But his heart was not in it, and the real purpose of the effort was to demonstrate the government’s “firmness to their Jingo followers” at home.
  Salisbury, writing from Berlin, was in fact quite irritated by the “extravagant nonsense talked at home” about Batum and Turkey’s Asiatic border.

And looking at the crisis as a whole, it is quite clear that the he British government did not calculate that it had to “go public” in order to tie its own hands for bargaining purposes.  Disraeli and Salisbury did not seek to limit their own freedom of action;  their goal was simply to make it clear, to both the country and the world, that Britain would go to war if Russia did not moderate her position.  The Russians, for their part, understood that the Disraeli government had the power to carry out that policy, and they did not doubt that that government would carry it out if no settlement were reached.  That judgment was based on all sorts of indicators;  what Shuvalov was able to learn, especially from Lord and Lady Derby, about the views of key British leaders, was of particular importance in this context.
  The whole question of whether Disraeli would be unable to pull back for domestic political reasons was of no great importance, for the simple reason that he clearly was not interested in pulling back if the terms were not satisfactory.  It was scarcely as though the Russians were trying hard to see whether the British were bluffing and were only convinced that they were not when they realized the government would incur significant audience costs if it gave way during the crisis.  If anything, they thought Disraeli government was more bellicose than it in fact was.

Thus the audience costs mechanism did not play a key role during the crisis, and this particular story helps us understand why that mechanism might be weaker than some theorists think.  Tough talk tended to be vague.  Disraeli’s Guildhall address of November 1876 is a good case in point.  “Although the policy of England is peace,” he said, “there is no country so well prepared for war as our own.” Britain’s resources were “inexhaustible,” and if she went to war, “she will not terminate till right is done.”
  But this gave no clear sense for the terms Britain would insist on;  there was no precise commitment that Disraeli could be blamed for not honoring.  The same point could be made about the speech the Tsar gave in Moscow two days later, in which he referred to Russia’s “sacred mission” in the Balkans.
  This was tough language, but it did not mean much in operational terms, and in particular it did not foreclose the possibility of a moderate peace.

And even if the thrust of a policy is relatively clear, a government that wants to draw back can often finesse the situation in various ways.  One is struck in this context by R.W. Seton-Watson’s interpretation of Disraeli’s policy in 1878.  In allowing Salisbury to work out a compromise with Shuvalov, Disraeli was actually retreating from his earlier hard line.  The warlike measures he took at the time served to “conceal his retreat and pacify the impatient Jingoes” and the way he packaged the Berlin settlement as a defeat for Russia served the same purpose.
  The Jingoes had to be “calmed in their own language,” Salisbury said, and Disraeli was the only one who could do it because he “speaks it fluently.”

The Russians had a different way to avoid paying audience costs.  They had pursued a very ambitious policy in early 1878, “in reckless disregard,” as Sumner puts it, of the probable reactions of Britain and Austria.
  Shuvalov was appalled by that policy—he called the treaty Russia had imposed on Turkey “the greatest act of stupidity we could have committed”—and it was largely thanks to his rather extraordinary efforts that Russia was able to avoid what would certainly have been a disastrous war with Britain, and probably with Austria as well.
  But Russian public opinion was deeply disappointed by the Berlin settlement, and Shuvalov, the main architect of that settlement on the Russian side, was held responsible for what had happened.  His political career was ruined, and the German government was also blamed.  The Tsar spoke of a “European coalition against Russia, under the leadership of Prince Bismarck.”  In that way, those responsible for the failed policy—the Tsar especially—were able to limit the audience costs they had to pay.
  
The Fashoda Crisis (1898)

For much of the nineteenth century, Britain sought to prevent Russia from getting control of the Turkish Straits. A Russian presence in the eastern Mediterranean would weaken Britain’s position in what was for her a region of central strategic importance.  When Russia formed an alliance with France in the early 1890s, the problem became acute:  the British could not risk a conflict with Russia if their fleet could be attacked from behind by France.  One possible solution was for Germany to threaten to attack France if she joined with Russia in such a case;  Britain would then be able to pursue with Germany’s ally Austria a policy directed at the containment of Russia.  But the Germans were not willing to go along with the idea.

So by the mid-1890s the old strategy of defending Constantinople was becoming increasingly untenable—all the more so, since after the Armenian massacres of 1894-96 a policy of siding with the Turks against Russia was scarcely viable in domestic political terms.  The British would instead consolidate their position in Egypt, which they had originally occupied in 1882;  the corollary was that they would also have to dominate the entire Nile valley.  Indeed, Lord Salisbury, who in the late 1890s was once again foreign secretary, had long understood that Britain might have to go this route:  as Robinson and Gallagher put it in their classic work on the subject, it had been Salisbury’s “set policy since 1889 to exclude European rivals” from the upper Nile.

The French, on the other hand, very much wanted to end the British occupation of Egypt.
  Key officials thought that by sending a military expedition to the upper Nile, France could reopen the Egyptian question.  An international conference would be convened and Britain would be made to withdraw from Egypt.  Some French leaders thought this policy was insane.
  But the government, under strong pressure from the so-called parti colonial, approved the plan, and in late 1896 the parliament, by a vote of 477 to 18, agreed to fund what was to become the Marchand Mission.  Marchand’s arrival at Fashoda on the upper Nile, the foreign minister said, would be a “pistol shot”:  it would force Britain to negotiate.

But the French had totally misread the situation and were in a much weaker position than they had realized.  The other continental powers would not go to war over the issue.  Given the Alsace-Lorraine problem, true political intimacy between France and Germany was out of the question.
  French leaders had hoped, however, that their Russian ally would support their Egyptian policy, but it was clear by early 1898 that no real support would be forthcoming.
 This was in part because they themselves were unwilling to support Russia in other areas, but was also because the shift in British strategy away from the defense of Constantinople meant that Britain was in a better position to strike a deal with Russia.  Salisbury, in fact, made a point of staying on good terms with that country:  “in six months’ time,” he said in early 1898, “we shall be on the verge of war with France; I can’t afford to quarrel with Russia now.”

With France isolated, the British government could take a very firm stance.  An Anglo-Egyptian army under Lord Kitchener was in the process of reconquering the Sudan and by mid-September had reached Fashoda.  Marchand had arrived there two months earlier.  The British insisted that the French force be withdrawn.  The new French foreign minister, Delcassé, tried to negotiate, but Salisbury would scarcely throw him a crumb.  And on November 3, with their backs to the wall, and in no position to go to war, the French gave way.  Marchand was ordered to evacuate Fashoda.

The Fashoda crisis is of special interest from the point of view of the audience costs theory, and indeed to the extent that any historical evidence to given to support that theory, that support comes largely from an analysis of this episode.
  According to Schultz, Salisbury deliberately “manipulated the popular mood in order to bolster his bargaining position.  By taking advantage of and stoking the public’s outrage, Salisbury was able to convince the French that he had no leeway to offer concessions.”
  British leaders, he says, sent signals “designed to arouse public opinion so that it would be difficult for the government to later back down.”
  The most important step of this sort he took was to release a Blue Book containing hitherto secret diplomatic documents relating to the affair.  The Blue Book, Schultz writes, “was intended to inflame [Salisbury’s] domestic audience.”
  The French understood that in taking that step the British government was cutting “itself off from all retreat” (as their ambassador in London put it).  The government would not survive if it backed down after taking such a clear stance.
  The audience costs mechanism, the argument runs, thus played a key role in determining how the crisis ran its course and why it was resolved the way it was.
  

But did Salisbury in fact deliberately seek to “stoke the public’s outrage”?  Was that why the Blue Book was published?  The conventional view among historians is that Salisbury personally did not want to draw the line so sharply in public.  But he was not a free agent.  Much as he would have liked to conduct policy without worrying about what was being said in the press, he understood that he could not ignore public opinion, and it was also obvious to him that the strong feelings of his colleagues in the Cabinet had to be taken into account.
  The publication of the Blue Book, as Salisbury himself argued, thus has to be understood as a defensive act.  He had been accused of weakness and his own public needed to see that he was perfectly able to defend British interests.  English opinion, he said, was “extremely over-excited”;  when the facts were made public, he hoped, people would be able to approach the issue in a more sober way.
  Salisbury thus probably did not intend to inflame public opinion.  His goal, it seems, was not to curtail his own freedom of action—to deliberately tie his hands in that way—but rather to safeguard the freedom of action he normally had.  But whatever his intentions, the release of the documents led to a “flood of political oratory” in Britain and the “vehemence of the speakers” meant that even minor concessions could not now be made.

This does not mean, however, that the audience costs mechanism was of fundamental importance in this affair.  The basic Fearon argument was that that mechanism plays a crucial role because it provides new and compelling information during a crisis.  The idea was that information available before a crisis—information, for example, about relative military power or about each side’s intrinsic interests—cannot explain why it ran its course the way it did.  Only new information about a state’s resolve can explain why the crisis ends the way it does.
  So the question here is whether actions like the release of the Blue Book provided significant new information about British resolve—or, more precisely, whether such actions had a major impact on French estimates of Britain’s willingness to go to war over the issue.  And the key point to note here is that the British had made it quite clear to French observers well before the affair reached the crisis stage that a meaningful French presence in the Nile valley would simply not be tolerated.  That policy had been pursued from 1890 on no matter which party was in power.  British warnings had been unambiguous.
  And French diplomats, well before the affair came to a head, were under no illusions as to how the British government, and the British public as well, felt about the subject.  As early as 1894, the French chargé in London reported (in G.N. Sanderson’s paraphrase) that “no British Government, Liberal or Conservative, will be permitted by public opinion to make serious concessions to anybody.”
  Ambassador Courcel made a similar point in 1895.
  The strength of public feeling in Britain, and the firmness of the government’s position, were certainly quite clear to French diplomats in London in 1898 well before the Blue Book was published.  On September 29, for example, the French chargé referred in passing to the violent tone of the press in past weeks;  instead of blaming the government for inflaming public opinion, he actually gave it credit for trying to get the newspapers to take a more sober line.  But that moderation was interpreted as evidence not of the government’s willingness to make concessions, but as an indicator of its supreme confidence that it would prevail in the crisis;  he referred in this context to the “views expressed on many occasions by the British government and adopted more or less unanimously as an absolute principle by the English public.”
  Ambassador Courcel, in fact, had been convinced for some time that the British government was determined to hold on to Egypt, and public feeling was just one part of the picture.
  So as the crisis was brewing, French officials had all the information they needed—including information from intelligence sources—to assess the situation accurately.

The problem was that the authorities in Paris simply refused to believe that the British would go to war over the issue.
  Even the most important public warning, the Grey declaration of March 1895, the French foreign minister dismissed at the time as “not seriously intended”—a point which has a direct bearing on the audience costs theory.
  France’s leaders could not bring themselves to see the facts for what they were:  in 1898, as A.J.P. Taylor put it, “the French went blindfold to disaster.”
  It was only during the crisis itself, when the evidence of Britain’s willingness to go to war became utterly overwhelming and with military action imminent, that the French gave way.  The idea that Salisbury’s hands were tied played only a minor role in the crisis.  Strong public feeling might explain why he was unable to make even a token concession designed to allow the French to save face, but this was not the key reason why French leaders concluded that Britain was not going to give way on fundamentals.  A more general picture had taken shape.  Public opinion was certainly one element in that picture.  The tough line taken by political leaders in both parties, and especially by Salisbury’s Cabinet colleagues, also fed into that overall assessment of how far the British were prepared to go in this affair.  But what the French were learning through intelligence channels was another key element in the equation;  in particular, what they were learning about the military measures the British were taking—above all, the mobilization of the British fleet on October 28—was a very important indicator.  And indeed the news that the Royal Navy was being put on a war footing in fact proved decisive:  it was this move that led directly to the French decision to evacuate Fashoda.
  

But the fact that things had to reach this point before the French drew back—and even at the peak of the crisis their government was apparently considering a plan which Courcel viewed as totally insane—suggests that French policy in this affair is not to be understood in essentially rational terms.
  This, in fact, is the prevailing view among historians who have studied this episode in some depth.  Behind the policy that had led to the Marchand mission, Sanderson says, “there was little rational calculation.  It rested rather on a quite irrational conviction that a successful expedition to the Upper Nile must somehow lead to a favourable solution of the Egyptian question.”  Pierre Guillen thinks that the French policy-makers were appallingly inept and utterly incapable of seeing things for what they were.  And A.S. Kanya-Forstner refers to the “strong current of irrationality running through French policy” at this time.

It is for this reason that a study of the Fashoda crisis does not provide much support for a “rationalist explanation for war” like the audience costs theory.  Fearon himself put his finger on the problem when he pointed out that if “relative capabilities or interests” determined outcomes and were accurately assessed, “then we should not observe crises between rational opponents:  if rational, the weaker or observably less interested state should simply concede the issues without offering public, costly resistance.”  “Crises,” he wrote, “ would occur only when the disadvantaged side irrationally forgets its inferiority before challenging or choosing to resist a challenge”—and that was precisely what happened in 1898.

The Moroccan Crises (1905-1906 and 1911)

During its first two decades, the German empire was a “satiated” state.  But after the fall of Bismarck in 1890 German policy changed dramatically.  By the end of the decade Germany had developed far-reaching imperial ambitions.  The goal now was to become a “world power,” and perhaps even ultimately to displace Britain as the world’s premier imperial power.  The new policy thus had a certain anti-British cast, which the British were quick to sense.
  Britain was already at odds with her two traditional imperial rivals, France and Russia, over a whole range of issues in Asia and Africa, and the emergence of a new German threat deepened her sense that her resources were overextended and that her old policy of avoiding commitment was no longer viable.  She therefore made an alliance with Japan in 1902 and then entered into negotiations that led to the Anglo-French entente of 1904.
  But the news that the western powers were coming together was for the Germans evidence of British hostility;  Britain, in fact, was emerging in their eyes as the arch-enemy.  “It cannot be denied,” their emperor said, that England “underhandedly” was working “to isolate us.”
  

The German goal now was to counteract Britain’s “encirclement” policy (as it was called) by demonstrating to the French that their entente with Britain had brought them nothing of value.  The French, in the 1904 agreement, had recognized Britain’s preeminent position in Egypt;  the British, in exchange, had agreed in effect that France would have a free hand in Morocco.  But the Germans could prevent France from achieving her goal of transforming Morocco into a French protectorate.  The entente with Britain would be revealed as worthless, and the French might feel they needed to improve their relationship with Germany, and perhaps even join with Germany and Russia in a continental bloc directed against Britain.

So the Germans took their stand.  The emperor went to Tangier in March 1905 and made it clear that Germany supported the independence of Morocco.  The German position was strong, especially in military terms.  France’s ally, Russia, was not doing well in her war with Japan, and indeed that war had led to serious disturbances at home;  the French army was still suffering from the effects of the Dreyfus affair;  and the British Navy could not shield France from a German attack.  The French therefore could not risk a military confrontation with Germany.  Their anti-German foreign minister, Delcassé, was thus forced to resign, and the prime minister, Rouvier, sought negotiations.  But the Germans refused and insisted instead on convening an international conference which all the major powers (including the United States), and some minor ones as well, would attend, calculating that the other countries would side with them at the conference.  But the plan backfired.  German leaders, and especially the emperor, made it quite clear that their goal was not war but a better relationship with France;  the French therefore knew they could take a relatively tough line without running any real risk of a military confrontation.
  And they knew that most of the other powers would support them even if they took a hard line on the Moroccan question.  They were therefore able to turn the tables on Germany at the conference, and the German government could scarcely reject the decisions of a conference they themselves had insisted on convening.
  In March 1906, the Germans in fact decided, as Norman Rich puts it, “to make whatever concessions were required to settle the Moroccan crisis in order to prevent the failure of the conference.”

So despite their favorable military position the Germans ended up suffering a quite extraordinary diplomatic defeat in 1906, brought on in large part by the policy choices they themselves had made. But the key point to note here is that they did not give way because the audience costs mechanism had come into play.  It was not as though they had thought the French were bluffing over  Morocco and were convinced only by strong public statements made by French leaders that France would not give way in the crisis.  That conclusion is scarcely surprising, since the French were in no position to opt for a strategy of deterrence, and thus had no interest in adopting tactics designed to enhance the credibility of their deterrent threats.  Given the military situation, a more subtle strategy—one that deemphasized the possibility of armed conflict—was clearly in order.

The agreement worked out at the 1906 conference did not permanently settle the Moroccan affair.  The French were still determined to take over Morocco, and in the spring of 1911, in pursuit of that policy, they sent a military expedition to the Moroccan capital of Fez.  They had no right to do so under the 1906 agreement and the Germans responded by sending a gunboat to Agadir in southern Morocco.  The German government was willing to accept what the French were doing in that country, but demanded compensation.  To make sure that the French took that demand seriously, the Germans felt they needed to “go public”:  quiet diplomatic efforts, they were convinced, would be futile.
  The German government did not want a war, but the German foreign secretary, Alfred von Kiderlen-Wächter, the main architect of German policy in the 1911 crisis, felt that Germany could achieve her goals only if her adversaries felt she was willing to go all the way.

By way of compensation the Germans asked for the whole French Congo;  the French thought that they were asking for far too much.  The British agreed and worried about the broader implications of the German move.  As the foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, put it:  Britain could not go to war to “put France in virtual possession of Morocco,” but an “attempt by Germany to humiliate France might affect British interests so seriously that we should have to resist it.”
  David Lloyd George, a key member of the Liberal government, after first getting the green light from Grey, issued a public warning to Germany in his famous Mansion House speech of July 21, 1911.  Lloyd George’s goal was “to make it clear that if Germany meant war, she would find Britain against her.”
  Germany, he suggested in that speech, was treating Britain “as if she were of no account in the Cabinet of Nations”;  “peace at that price would be a humiliation intolerable for a great country like ours to endure.”  The Germans were furious.  Hadn’t they been ignored as the French pushed ahead in Morocco?  Weren’t they the ones who had been treated as they had been “of no account” in this affair?
  But the British threat could not be ignored.  The emperor and the chancellor very much wanted to avoid war, and again essentially gave way in the crisis.

What does this story tell us about the audience costs theory?  It is quite clear, first of all, that Kiderlen sought, in at least a limited way, to exploit the audience costs mechanism.  One distinguished historian claims that  “Kiderlen-Wächter tried to strengthen Germany’s bargaining position by mobilizing public opinion behind the German cause, deliberately inflaming nationalist passions with all the means at his disposal.”
  That view is probably too extreme, but Kiderlen certainly did try to stir up opinion at home.
 This, however, did not turn out to be a wise strategy.  Nationalist feeling was aroused during the crisis and the government ended up paying a huge political price for what was seen as its willingness to accept a humiliating defeat.
  And Germany’s leaders learned an important lesson:  these sorts of pressures could not be turned on and off like a faucet;  they might get out of hand and could limit their own freedom of action in very unpalatable ways.
  Governments might in principle be able to get a certain bargaining advantage by exploiting the audience costs mechanism, but that tactic can be quite risky, and is thus not nearly as attractive to statesmen as audience costs theorists sometimes suggest.

Lloyd George’s Mansion House speech is also of particular interest from the point of view of the audience costs theory, since it is clear that the speech had a major bearing on how the crisis was resolved.
  The speech, however, was no mere bargaining ploy:  British leaders were not trying to tie their own hands by creating a situation where retreat was impossible for domestic political reasons.  The goal was simply to make it clear that they were willing to go to war if Germany asked for too much—and indeed Lloyd George personally, despite his reputation as a moderate, was amazingly bellicose at the time.
  And it was that policy—a policy which they knew the government was quite capable of carrying out—that the Germans were reacting to.  The idea that the British government could not draw back now for fear of paying a domestic political price does not appear to have entered their calculations.

This does not mean that the Germans failed to understand the political situation in Britain.  Indeed, the British government did not have a domestic political incentive to hold to the hard line symbolized by the Mansion House speech.  Quite the contrary:  the government did back off from that policy, in large part because it understood it would have paid a price if it had not done so.  Many Liberals, especially in Lloyd George’s own wing of the party, were happy neither with the speech nor with the general policy it represented.  Grey, as one historian put it, “found himself at the centre of an angry debate within the Liberal Party about foreign affairs which threatened to undermine the foundations of his foreign policy, and, indeed, to drive him from office.” The Mansion House speech was a key count in the critics’ indictment of the government’s policy during the crisis.  And by the end of the year, in part as a result of that criticism, Grey had changed course and was now trying, cautiously, to improve relations with Germany.

But even if the Germans had understood at the time the speech was given that the British government would not have to pay a major political price if it softened its policy, it is by no means clear that they would have inferred from that that the British were bluffing—that because no audience costs would be incurred, British threats would not have to be taken seriously.  Indeed, the Germans in such circumstances could have made exactly the opposite calculation.  They could have said that the fact that British leaders were prepared to alienate their own political base and put their own political survival at risk showed that their threats could not be dismissed as mere bluff—that the fact that they were willing to pay that sort of price showed how important the issue was to them and that they would probably go to war if Germany went too far.  Costly signaling would still be a major factor here, but in this case it would be actual rather than potential costs that would play the key role in communicating resolve.

The Early Cold War:  The Turkish and Iranian Crises (1946) and the Berlin Blockade (1948-49)
In the summer of 1945, the Soviet leader Joseph Stalin pinned a map showing the USSR’s new borders to a wall.  He liked what he saw in the Baltic area, his foreign minister at the time later recalled, and in the Far East as well.  But then, “stabbing a finger at the southern Caucasus, he exclaimed, ‘But here is where I don’t like our frontiers.”
  And this was not just talk.  By late 1945, the Soviets were promoting the establishment of “friendly” regimes in the part of Iran their armies controlled.  They had agreed to pull their forces out of that country within six months of the end of the war, but it was clear in early 1946 that they would not be out by that March 2 deadline.  Instead the level of Soviet aggressiveness was ratcheted up, and what they were doing was major news in the New York Times: “Heavy Russian Columns Move West in Iran,” the main March 13 headline ran;  “Soviet Tanks Approach Teheran” was headline news the next day.  

The U.S. government, which up to that point had not committed itself to the defense of that area, decided to take a tough line.  On March 7, after being briefed about Soviet military movements in that country, Secretary of State James Byrnes, “beating one fist into the other,” remarked: “Now we’ll give it to them with both barrels.”
  President Truman thought the situation might lead to war.
  The U.S. government made it clear to the Soviets, through both public and private channels, that they expected them to keep their promises and withdraw their troops from Iran.
  The Iranians, with strong U.S. backing, brought up the issue in the United Nations Security Council.  The Americans at this time placed great emphasis on the U.N., and Secretary Byrnes stated explicitly on March 16 that “should the occasion arise, our military strength will be used to support the purposes and principles of the Charter.”
  The Soviets then began to back off, first announcing on March 24, right before the Security Council was due to meet, “their willingness to withdraw troops from Iran within five to six weeks ‘if nothing unforeseen should take place’”;  then reaching an agreement with Iran on April 4 that the withdrawal would be completed by early May;  and finally, on April 14, giving “assurances that evacuation would be completed unconditionally by May 6.”  “There is no doubt,” as one scholar writes, that that shift in Soviet policy was “induced by the continuous pressure of the Truman administration.”
  Stalin himself certainly understood why the Soviets had decided to pull their forces out of Iran.  As he told an Azerbaijani Communist leader who had played a key role in carrying out Stalin’s policy in northern Iran when he phoned him to explain the decision:  “we cannot start a new war.”

The USSR during this period was also putting pressure on Turkey.  Stalin clearly had his sights set on getting control of the Turkish Straits.  In late 1945, as Soviet pressure on Turkey began to build, Truman felt he could not do anything about what was going on there.  But by January 1946 his attitude had hardened:  “There isn’t a doubt in my mind that Russia intends an invasion of Turkey and the seizure of the Black Sea Straits to the Mediterranean.  Unless Russia is faced with an iron fist and strong language another war is in the making.”
  There were growing indications—troop movements, a propaganda campaign, and so on—that the USSR might move against Turkey, and when in August the Soviets sent that country a note calling for a joint defense of the Straits, the U.S. government felt it had to make some fundamental decisions.  Truman and his top advisors thought the only thing that could deter the Russians was the conviction that America was “prepared, if necessary, to meet aggression with force of arms.”
  An American naval force was soon sent to the eastern Mediterranean, and again the Soviets pulled back—in part because they had learned through intelligence channels just how far the U.S. government was prepared to go.

The Near Eastern crises of 1946, however, had a lasting effect, and in fact played a key role in triggering the Cold War.  The main lesson U.S. leaders drew from those crises was that Europe could not be divided in a more or less friendly way:  there had to be an effective counterweight to Soviet power in Europe;  opinion had to be mobilized at home and western Germany had to be drawn into the western bloc.  But that whole policy of “organizing” the western part of Germany economically, politically, and ultimately militarily, and integrating it into the western world—and the policy of winning the Germans over by pointing to the Soviets as the great enemies of German unity—was bound to be a source of deep concern in Moscow.  So when the western powers decided to move ahead with the establishment of a west German state, it was natural that the USSR would react.  If western Germany was being “organized” not just without them but against them, that might lead to very serious problems in the long run.  It would be best to nip them in the bud, by getting the western powers to rethink their German policy and work out some sort of solution the Soviets could live with.  But how could they be made to do that?  Berlin, a land island in the middle of the Soviet zone of Germany, half of which was garrisoned by the western powers—was the obvious lever.  So when the western governments reached a formal agreement at the beginning of June 1948 setting up a process that would lead to the establishment of a west German state, the Soviets responded three weeks later by cutting off surface communication between Berlin and western Germany.

The U.S. government announced that it would “not be coerced or intimidated in any way,” and “as a further indication of our firmness” (as Secretary of State George Marshall told the National Security Council at the time) sent 60 B-29 bombers to Britain.
 Its actual policy, however, was fairly moderate.  It set up an airlift to supply the western sectors of the city, but was very reluctant to take military action if the Soviets interfered with it.  Truman, for example, was not prepared even to shoot down barrage balloons, for fear of starting a war for which America “did not have enough soldiers.”
  Nor were the Soviets, for their part, particularly confrontational.  They did even not take even non-military measures (like jamming radars) that could have compromised the effectiveness of the airlift.  Indeed, they continued to work with western representatives at the Berlin Air Safety Center in managing air traffic around the city.
  Stalin’s goal, as he himself said, was not to drive the western powers out of Berlin, but to reach a political understanding with them on the German question.  So he went out of his way to emphasize the common interests of the four victor powers in this area.  “After all,” he told the U.S. ambassador in Moscow on August 2, “we are still Allies.”
  And each side understood that the other was not especially bellicose.
  To be sure, as long as the blockade lasted, there was a certain sense that things might get out of hand and that an armed conflict was not entirely out of the question.  But, looking back, the risk of war, after the first few weeks especially, does not seem particularly great, and the crisis limped along until an agreement was reached and the blockade was lifted in early 1949.

What role did the audience costs mechanism play in these episodes?  That question is easiest to answer for the case of the Turkish crisis:  it clearly did not play a significant role in this affair.  U.S. leaders made a point of playing down the importance of what the Soviets were doing with Turkey.  As Eduard Mark pointed out, in what is by far the best scholarly study of the crisis:  “There were few public announcements, and cautious efforts to mobilize public opinion had scarcely begun before the acute phase of the crisis suddenly ended.”
  What was crucial in determining the way the crisis was resolved, according to Mark, was not what was said in public, but rather what the Soviets were learning through secret channels—above all, the reports they were getting about the U.S. attitude from their spy Donald Maclean, a British diplomat then based in Washington.  Maclean had been given the job of seeing “how far the West would go” in this area;  he reported that Truman would “never abandon Turkey,” and as a result “Stalin back-pedaled.” 
    Perhaps there was more to it than that.  After all, the British were told about Truman’s decision to go to war if necessary very soon after it was made in mid-August, and it was only in late September that the Soviets “abruptly turned conciliatory.”  But even if other factors came into play, the key point to note is that the audience costs mechanism was not a major factor here.

The Iran crisis, on the other hand, was played out in full public view, but that in itself does not mean that audience costs were a major factor in this case.  Perhaps the U.S. government “went public” mainly to mobilize support for its policy;  perhaps it did so with an eye to scoring points at home by taking a tough line.  Allowing the crisis to play out in public, moreover, could put pressure on the Soviets in various ways—for example, by making it clear to them that they would pay a price with American opinion, and with world opinion more generally, if they did not back off.  But the idea that the Soviets would pay a price with American opinion if they continued is very different from the idea that the U.S. government would incur costs with the same audience if it backed down.  And there is no evidence that U.S. leaders had any interest in tying their own hands for bargaining purposes, let alone that they sought to do so by exploiting the audience costs mechanism.

Did the Soviets, however, calculate that U.S. leaders had taken such a strong stand in public that they could not back down without paying a big price at home, and was it this that led them to end the crisis?  We still do not have anything like the sort of evidence on Soviet policy-making in this affair that we have for the American side, but it seems quite unlikely that the Soviet leadership was thinking in those terms.  The more sophisticated members of the Soviet establishment—people like Maxim Litvinov, for example—understood how important public opinion was in America.
  But the Soviet leadership took a different view:  public opinion was not nearly as important as U.S. leaders claimed;  their emphasis on public opinion as a factor the U.S. government needed to, and the Soviets ought to, take into account was somewhat disingenuous, and indeed was essentially an argument they liked to hide behind.  

That was certainly the impression of U.S. officials who dealt directly with Soviet affairs at the time.  “Almost all of our people who have dealt with the Russians,” one State Department officer noted in early 1945, believed that “the high Soviet officials who are responsible for the formulation of policy do not appreciate the importance of public opinion in a democracy nor the importance of the press in the formation of public opinion.”
  The U.S. ambassador in Moscow, Averell Harriman, had made the same point a few months earlier:  he did not feel that the argument about public opinion carried “any particular weight with the Soviet Government.”
  

The Soviets, in fact, seemed irritated when American officials made that argument.  Harry Hopkins, during his famous meeting with Stalin in May 1945, spoke at length about American public opinion;  the way it had shifted against the USSR in recent months, he said, was a great source of concern.  But Stalin was dismissive to the point of rudeness.  In replying to Hopkins, he said, “he would not attempt to use Soviet public opinion as a screen.”  His anger had gotten the better of him, and he actually later apologized to Hopkins, but it is clear that he felt the American attitude had changed and that the U.S. government was just using these arguments about public opinion as a figleaf.
  Soviet officials in general did not believe that the criticism of the USSR found in the American press was to be take at face value.  “The primary goal of this anti-Soviet campaign of American ‘public opinion,’” the Soviet ambassador in Washington wrote in 1946, “consists of exerting political pressure on the Soviet Union and forcing it to make concessions.”
  The scare quotes are quite revealing:  the Soviet government felt it could see through what the Americans were doing;   the Americans’ argument that their hands were tied by their own domestic opinion was not taken at face value.  One has the sense, in fact, that in analyzing U.S. policy, the basic Soviet view was that the government’s policy was crucial—that the press could be guided, that domestic political pressures in America could be finessed, that “public opinion” was not a major independent factor the government had to contend with, but was rather something that could be manipulated for instrumental purposes.  It is thus not likely that Stalin thought that the U.S. government’s public statements were of fundamental importance—that he calculated that the Americans could not pull back in the Iran crisis because of the domestic political price the administration would have to pay if it did so—and that this was the crucial factor that led him to give way in that affair.

The basic point here—that the audience costs mechanism was not a major factor in the Iran crisis—is also supported by a comparison of this episode with the Turkish crisis of the same year.  Those two Near Eastern crises—so similar in many respects, but differing basically in that in one the administration “went public” in a major way while in the other it did not—provide us with as close to a controlled experiment as we ever get in international relations.  And that simple comparison strongly suggests that audience costs were not a major factor, and that other factors, common to the two crises, played the key role in determining the very similar way in which those conflicts were resolved.

Do these points about the unimportance of audience costs also apply to the third case examined in this section, the Berlin Blockade affair of 1948?  The administration, one might think, might have been particularly tempted to exploit the audience costs mechanism in this case. The presidential election was only a few months away, and the public took a relatively tough line when the blockade was instituted:  the price U.S. leaders would have to pay for backing off from a firm stance would be unusually high.  The administration, moreover, had a domestic political interest in taking a hard line.  In a document which, according to one historian, was to serve as the “blueprint for Truman’s campaign in 1948,” Clark Clifford argued that (short of war) “the worse matters” got and the more there was “a sense of crisis,” the better off Truman would be, because “in times of crisis the American citizen tends to back up his President.”
  But still the administration’s rhetoric was fairly mild during this affair, mainly because of its sense for American military weakness at the time.
  It was not interested in taking advantage of the audience costs mechanism to make its threats credible, since the basic tactic of threat-making was not particularly appealing at this point.  

But the key question here has to do with Soviet calculations in 1948.  Was it the case that prior to the imposition of the blockade, the Soviets thought they could push the western powers out of Berlin, and pulled back only after the U.S. government had taken a firm line in public, calculating that it would be hard for American leaders to give way, given the price they would have to pay at home for doing so?  It turns out that there is some evidence to the effect that the Soviets understood, before the blockade, that many western officials were thinking in terms of an eventual withdrawal from the city, and it might well have come as a surprise to them that the western reaction was as firm as it was.
  But the American position in the crisis was not rock solid—the U.S. government had not decided that if necessary it would go to war over the issue—and the Soviets probably had a good sense for what U.S. policy was.
  Given what they knew, there was no reason, for example, to think that the western powers would use force if they made the airlift impossible by jamming the radars guiding the planes flying into the city.  The fact that they did not go that route—that they did not even experiment with such tactics—suggests that their real goal was not to push the western powers out of Berlin, but rather to pull them back into negotiations on Germany as a whole.

But if that was the case, the sorts of statements the Americans made about how the United States “would not be coerced” into abandoning Berlin would scarcely have led the Soviets to change their strategy.  It was in fact America’s reluctance to withdraw form Berlin under Soviet pressure that gave the Russians the leverage they needed if they were to achieve their political goals.  For that reason, if for no other, the audience costs mechanism was not a major factor in 1948.

The Berlin and Cuban Crises (1958-1962)

As the Soviet Union developed its military power in the 1950s, many people in western Europe wondered whether they could rely forever on the United States to protect them.  Would America be willing to go to war for the sake of her NATO allies once U.S. cities were vulnerable to Soviet attack?  But if the Europeans were to become less dependent on the United States, and perhaps ultimately able to defend themselves, they needed to build nuclear forces of their own.  There was no way western Europe could stand up to a great nuclear power like the USSR armed only with conventional weapons.

This logic applied in particular to West Germany.  The German chancellor in the 1950s, Konrad Adenauer, certainly thought his country needed nuclear weapons.
  The American president at the time, Dwight Eisenhower, sympathized with those European concerns, and unlike many of his subordinates did not even object to the idea of a nuclear-armed Federal Republic.
  But a strong Germany—a Germany that would not be dependent on America for her security and would therefore not be locked into a status quo policy—was a real danger to the USSR.  In the mid-1950s, the Soviets tried to head off this possibility by pushing plans for a nuclear-free zone in central Europe.  When those efforts failed, they felt they needed to use stronger tactics.  “What finally impelled” the Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev, “to resort to what today might be called shock therapy,” Oleg Troyanovsky, his assistant for international affairs at the time, later wrote, “was information from various sources that serious discussions were proceeding within the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and, in particular, between the United States and West Germany, regarding the possibility of the Bundeswehr’s being granted access to atomic weapons in one form or another.”

By provoking a Berlin crisis, the Soviets would force the western powers to take their concerns seriously.  So in November 1958, Khrushchev declared that he was going to sign a “peace treaty” with East Germany and that when it was signed the rights of the western powers in Berlin would be terminated.  He would, however, give the western powers six months to negotiate a settlement that would make West Berlin a “free city.”  If they refused to go along with the plan and tried to maintain their position through military means, the Soviet Union would “rise in defense” of its East German ally.  The Soviets were thus threatening war;  the Eisenhower government was not going to capitulate to those demands;  people thus felt there was a certain risk of war.  But Khrushchev was never prepared to risk a real military showdown with the West.
  When the U.S. attitude became clear to the Soviet leader in 1959, he in effect shelved the crisis.  But when John Kennedy took over as president in 1961, Khrushchev again threatened to sign a “peace treaty” with East Germany that would end western rights in Berlin.  If the western powers used force to maintain those rights, he told Kennedy, that would be “regarded by the USSR as an act of open aggression against a peace loving country, with all the consequences ensuing therefrom.”
  Again Khrushchev was in effect threatening war.  And again he was bluffing.  As Anatoly Dobrynin, who was to serve for years as Soviet ambassador in Washington, later wrote, “the possibility of a military confrontation” was “absolutely excluded from our plans.”

But the Americans were worried and felt they had to prepare for a showdown.  Kennedy gave an important televised speech to the nation on July 25, 1961, stressing America’s resolve and outlining various steps that would be taken to strengthen the country’s military position.  Now it was Khrushchev’s turn to be alarmed.  He had earlier ruled out the idea of sealing the border between the two parts of Berlin because he had wanted to keep the Berlin issue alive.  Now, however, he authorized the construction of the Berlin Wall.  But as the Americans saw it, that did not mean that the USSR was willing to live with things as they were—that is, that it was prepared to accept a divided Berlin, with the western part of the city under the military protection of the western powers.  Instead, they saw the building of the wall as an aggressive act that might foreshadow further aggressive acts;  to avoid a confrontation they now pressed for negotiations, making it clear that they were willing to make major concessions, relating above all to the status of the East German regime.  In his July speech, the president had said that America could not “negotiate with those who say ‘What’s mine is mine and what’s yours is negotiable.’”  But, given that the Soviet position on Berlin was as rigid as ever, that was exactly what he was now proposing to do.  The “audience” at home, however, did not seem to mind that shift in policy;  the administration was certainly not raked over the coals in the press for having moderated its position.

The American goal was to stabilize the status quo, not just in Berlin but in Europe as a whole.  In the U.S. plan, West Germany would remain non-nuclear.  The Soviets would thus be getting the one thing they most wanted from the West.  In exchange the USSR would have to accept the status quo in Berlin.  But that was something Khrushchev was not prepared to do.  The fact that the Americans had gone so far so quickly showed how determined they were to avoid war.  Maybe that fear of war could be exploited to draw out further concessions?  So in late 1961 and through most of 1962 the Soviets were utterly intransigent in their talks with the Americans.  The U.S. attitude then hardened.  It was coming to seem that a showdown over Berlin was just a question of time.  Khrushchev made it fairly clear that he would do nothing before the American mid-term elections in November, but would then bring the crisis to a head. Kennedy by the late summer of 1962 had thus come to accept a showdown as inevitable.  Indeed, in his view, given the way the nuclear balance was shifting, the sooner the West had it out with the Soviets the better.

The climax of the crisis, as it turned out, came not in Berlin but in Cuba.  It was discovered that the Soviets were deploying missiles on the island, perhaps to improve their position for a showdown over Berlin.  The Americans reacted by insisting in a very public way that the Soviets remove their missiles from Cuba.  To give point to those demands, the island was blockaded and U.S. forces (and especially the Strategic Air Command) were put on alert.  For the Soviets, a real military confrontation was still totally out of the question.  With a U.S. invasion of Cuba imminent, and with the Soviets being told that the “time of reckoning had arrived,” they agreed to settle the crisis on the terms the Americans proposed (which included a secret U.S. promise to withdraw the Jupiter missiles from Turkey).
  That decision marked the end not just of the Cuban missile crisis but also of the great Berlin crisis that had begun four years earlier.

What role did audience costs play in this story?  For the Eisenhower period, it is hard to see how they played any role at all.  Under Eisenhower U.S. rhetoric was relatively restrained.  American policy, as he saw it, needed to be calm and steady, and he in fact would have liked to see some kind of negotiated settlement.
  He thus preferred quiet measures (which he knew Soviet intelligence would pick up) to overt threats—in large part because he thought they would be less alarming to the public.
  Insofar as the management of public opinion was concerned, it was not Eisenhower’s goal to take such a tough line that fear of a hostile public reaction would prevent him from subsequently pursuing a more moderate policy.  He was instead worried that taking too tough a line in public would scare people and thus actually prevent him from pursuing a sufficiently firm policy.  In his view, people in the government “would like to think that public opinion pushes us into war,” but unless it was handled the right way, he was not so sure that the public “would even follow us into war.”
  His aim, in other words, was not to limit his own freedom of action (by generating audience costs through tough public statements) but rather to maintain it (by pursuing a sober policy and cautiously guiding opinion at home).

For the Kennedy period, however, things were not that simple, and a case can be mae that the audience costs mechanism did play a certain role at that time.  First of all, it is quite clear that some major presidential statements and speeches—the July 1961 speech on Berlin, the October 22, 1962, speech during the missile crisis, and some key public warnings issued in September 1962 about a possible deployment of missiles in Cuba—were important parts of the story.
  Weren’t the Soviets bound to calculate that the U.S. president, subject to strong right-wing pressure as it was, could not back down after having taken a very strong stand in those statements without paying a prohibitive price at home?  After all, didn’t the Americans themselves analyze the situation in that way?  Kennedy certainly knew in late 1961 that his room for maneuver was narrow.  “There are limits,” he said, “to the number of defeats I can defend in one twelve-month period.”
  He had actually issued the September warnings to protect himself against attacks from the right, and those statements, as Jeremy Pressman points out, “constrained his range of action once the [missile] crisis began”—in part, because of the domestic political price he would have to pay if he did not do what he had said he would do.
  And indeed during the crisis the U.S. government, having made those statements, had to insist on a withdrawal of the missiles:  as McGeorge Bundy, the president’s national security advisor, put it, “we’re very hard-locked on to” that policy.
  Kennedy himself also felt that after those warnings had been issued, if America now did nothing, “I would think that our risks increase.”
  He was probably thinking mainly of what a failure to act would do to America’s international reputation, but he certainly realized he would pay a price at home if he now softened his line.  He knew, for example, that “the domestic political heat following his television appearance would be terrific.”
  And he made a point of keeping his agreement to withdraw the Jupiter missiles from Turkey secret, in part, for domestic political reasons.  There was, in particular, to be no written document formalizing the understanding.  His brother Robert Kennedy, even though he was essentially just a messenger here, told Ambassador Dobrynin that he could not “risk getting involved” with such a document, since it might surface in the future and “cause irreparable damage to my political career.”
  And on November 7 the president himself seemed to acknowledge that domestic political concerns had played a significant role during the crisis.  “With this election now over” (the mid-term elections had been held the previous day), the government, he said, could now play it “very straight”—the implication being that it had not been able, for domestic political reasons, to play it very straight before.

So isn’t it plausible that the Soviets understood the situation—that is, that they realized how limited Kennedy’s freedom of action actually was, both in 1961 and 1962?  Certainly Soviet officials like Ambassador Dobrynin understood that it would be hard for Kennedy to withdraw from Berlin:  a withdrawal, he reported to Moscow, would be seen as a sign of weakness, not just internationally but domestically as well.
  And indeed some of Kennedy’s top advisors—Theodore Sorensen, for example—made it very clear to him in mid-1962 that the president’s hands were tied, especially since elections would soon be held, and the ambassador fully accepted that argument.  Dobrynin, Sorensen wrote, noted “his agreement and understanding when I stressed on two different occasions (both relating to the fall elections, which seemed to be his principal topic of interest) that the President could not possibly lay himself open to Republican charges of appeasement in his response to any buildup in Berlin pressures between now and November 6 [election day].”
  And Khrushchev himself often took the line that Kennedy was too weak to resist pressure from more bellicose elements within the United States—too weak, perhaps, to pull back from the brink of war for fear that “he will be called a coward” at home.
  Didn’t this show he understood the pressures Kennedy had to deal with—pressures that might prevent him from pulling back once he had committed himself in public to a particular policy?  Didn’t the fact that Khrushchev made such a point of putting off the Berlin showdown until after the U.S. elections show that he recognized the role domestic politics played in America, and how it limited Kennedy’s freedom of action, especially when elections were imminent (as they were in October 1962)?

But none of this actually proves that a desire to exploit the audience costs mechanism was a key factor on the American side or that Soviet awareness of the importance of audience costs played an important role in determining how the Berlin and Cuban crises ran their course.  As Pressman points out with regard to the September 1962 warnings, “the impact of domestic politics was more unintended than premeditated.”
  The president would run the risk of incurring audience costs no matter what course of action he chose;  one cannot therefore infer from the mere fact that a particular policy choice would generate audience costs that the government, for tactical purposes, had decided to take advantage of the audience costs mechanism.
  A decision to “go public” might have nothing to do with audience costs.  The decision, for example, to give a major speech to the nation during the missile crisis (which was one of a handful of examples Fearon cited in his main article on audience costs) could have been made for all sorts of reasons.
  It was understood from the start that the American insistence that the missiles be withdrawn would in all probability lead to a major crisis, and Kennedy might have just felt he needed to explain what he was doing and why to head off criticism both at home and abroad and to mobilize support for his policy.  So his aim might have been to strengthen his position, not to limit his own freedom of action by generating audience costs. If his goal in “going public” had been to burn his bridges in order to gain a bargaining advantage, then one would expect to find some evidence of that in the documents, which are particularly rich in this case.  And yet that evidence is just not there, nor does one find any evidence of this sort in the documents relating to the Berlin crisis in 1961.  U.S. officials certainly realized that taking action in public would tie their hands for domestic political reasons, but they tended to view that as a problem—as a source of weakness in the American position—and not as something that would strengthen their position in dealing with the Soviets.  The “element of irreversibility that many military measures have in a democratic society,” the president was told by one of his advisors, was a major factor limiting America’s ability to “use its military power flexibly and effectively”:  “Having once stepped up the degree of military activity in any situation, we find it difficult indeed in internal political terms to step it down.”  Kennedy himself clearly disliked the idea of actions that would tie his hands.  At one point he requested that information about Soviet bombers being delivered to Cuba “be withheld at least until after [the] elections,” since if it came out before then, “a new and more violent Cuban issue would be injected into the campaign and this would seriously affect his independence of action.”

But the validity of the audience costs theory in these cases really depends on the sorts of calculations the Soviets made, and there are a number of problems with the argument that they understood that Kennedy’s ability to retreat was limited for domestic political reasons, and that that understanding played a key role in shaping their policy in these crises.  First of all, Khrushchev’s argument that Kennedy was too weak to stand up to right-wing pressures at home is scarcely to be taken at face value.  If the Soviet leader had really believed his own rhetoric, he would certainly have pursued a more cautious policy during this period.  The proof, he argued, that Kennedy was weak was that he was unable to settle the crisis on Soviet terms—that he lacked “the authority and prestige to settle [the Berlin/Germany] issue correctly.”
  But it is hard to believe that Khrushchev really felt that Kennedy’s refusal to give way to Soviet threats was proof of weakness;  if he did, one could scarcely argue that he was being rational.  In any event, with the crisis building up in the late summer of 1962, the Soviet leader took a very different line.  When told that Robert Kennedy had informed a Soviet contact (Bolshakov) that it was very hard for the president to pursue a conciliatory policy toward the USSR for domestic political reasons, Khrushchev was incredulous:  “Told of Robert Kennedy’s fear for his brother’s position,” William Taubman writes, “Khrushchev retorted, ‘They can’t mean it.  Is he the President, or isn’t he?  If he is a strong President, he has no one to fear.  He has full powers of government, and his brother is the Attorney General in the bargain.”

To be sure, the more sophisticated Soviet officials, like Dobrynin and Troyanovsky, understood how the American system worked, and how domestic political factors influenced what the U.S. president could do.  Even the foreign minister, Andrei Gromyko, warned that the deployment of missiles in Cuba, as Jonathan Haslam points out, “could cause a political explosion in Washington—of this he was ‘absolutely certain, and this had to be taken into account.’” But Khrushchev was not particularly interested in what they had to say.  The American political situation was not taken into account in any serious way.

This point has a direct bearing on the audience costs theory.  That theory stresses the importance of new information about resolve that is revealed when statesmen “go public” in the course of a crisis.  But in the Cuban case the relevant body of information had been available all along.  The problem was that it had been ignored.  In the case of the Berlin crisis in 1961, one cannot go quite that far.  Kennedy’s July speech obviously played a major role, but the tough line he took was but one element in a larger picture.  The military measures that were taken, what the Soviets were learning through intelligence channels, and what was being said in private—all this fed into an assessment of how far the Americans were willing to go, and the same sort of thing was true during the Cuban missile crisis as well.
  From Khrushchev’s point of view, it was important that every scrap of information be taken into account:  “You’ve got to take note of everything,” he told Bolshakov in September 1962, “—the tone, gestures, conversations.  We in Moscow need to know everything, especially at a time like this.”
  So all sorts of things had to be factored into the equation, but calculations about audience costs did not rank very high in that list.  

So what conclusion is to be drawn from the discussion in this whole section of the great power crises won by democratic states?  The basic finding is quite simple.  There is little evidence that the audience costs mechanism played a “crucial” role in any of them.  Indeed, it is hard to identify any case in which that mechanism played much of a role at all.  There are all kinds of ways in which new information is generated in the course of a crisis, and that new information, for the reasons Fearon outlined, plays a fundamental role in determining how that crisis runs its course.  But audience costs were not a major factor in any of the crises examined here.

WHEN DEMOCRACIES LOSE

The audience costs mechanism was thus much weaker in practice than many scholars have assumed, but how is that finding to be explained?  Why did audience costs not play a major role in any of the great power crises in which a democracy prevailed?  By looking at the crises in which democratic powers were defeated—the Fashoda crisis (focusing now on the French side), the Rhineland crisis of 1936, and the Czech crisis of 1938—we can perhaps get some clues as to why this was so.  Studying those cases (as Schultz noted) might not tell us much about how large audience costs are in general, but it might give us some sense for the sorts of things that determine how much of a price would actually be paid if a country suffered a diplomatic defeat, and why that price in many cases might not be nearly as great as some theorists seem to think.  
The Fashoda case is of particular interest in this context because one might have expected the French government’s political weakness to give it something of a bargaining advantage—or at least to cancel out the bargaining advantage the domestic political situation had given the British government.  It was not just that the current French ministry might fall if it gave way during the crisis.  The whole republican system was in danger because of the Dreyfus affair, which was also going on at that time.  Would the British really want to bring down the government and perhaps even trigger a military coup in France by taking too hard a line?  And with the stakes so high at home, did the French government have much room for maneuver?  It seemed to the British ambassador in Paris that Delcassé’s back was to the wall and that for domestic political reasons he simply could not withdraw from Fashoda.  But Salisbury was unmoved.  The British took naval measures that suggested that war was imminent, and the French, despite their domestic political situation, felt they had no choice but to give way.

The republic survived, but what happened to the French leaders responsible for the policy that had led to this dramatic diplomatic defeat?  The historian Gabriel Hanotaux had served as foreign minister almost without interruption from 1894 to June 1898, and the Fashoda affair put an end to his political career.
  But Hanotaux had scarcely been the driving force behind the policy.  He had in fact at times opposed a forward policy in the Upper Nile, but with no political base of his own could easily be overruled.
  Delcassé, on the other hand, had played a key role, as under-secretary for colonies in 1893, in launching the policy that led to the Marchand mission;  his “grand design,” his biographer Christopher Andrew wrote, was “to challenge the English presence in Egypt by a Fashoda expedition.”
  In early 1898 he still championed that policy:  “It is not I who am to blame,” he declared, if “the French flag has yet to be carried to the banks of the Nile.”
  To be sure, he took a more moderate line after he became foreign minister in June 1898.  But he was not forced to resign when the policy he had for years been so closely associated with collapsed in November.  People, in fact, had to plead with him to stay in office, and he remained foreign minister until 1905.

It is no wonder that people like Delcassé were not held accountable for the Fashoda débâcle.  The policy that had led to Fashoda had very broad support in parliament, even from the Socialists;  in one key vote held at the end of 1896, only a handful of deputies were opposed.
  But if the political class as a whole was to blame, it was scarcely going to punish itself for what had happened.  There was no way that the parliament as a whole would be held liable, and so no audience costs would be incurred by those who were really responsible for the policy.

In the crises of the 1930s, somewhat different mechanisms came into play.  The western governments during that period had to deal with certain commitments they had made but did not wish to honor.  On March 6, 1936, Hitler remilitarized the Rhineland.  The French prime minister announced on the radio the next day that his government was not prepared to allow “Strasbourg to be exposed to German cannon fire.”
  The French foreign minister had warned the previous month that France would not permit the Rhineland to be remilitarized.
  The British, for their part, had agreed (in the 1925 Locarno treaty) to guarantee the demilitarized status of the Rhineland, and Foreign Secretary Eden had told Parliament at the end of March that he was “not prepared to be the first British Foreign Secretary to go back on a British signature.”
  Yet for France a unilateral use of force was utterly out of the question for military, financial and domestic political reasons.  The assumption was that to take action France would have to mobilize, but a frightened public was not prepared to risk war.  Elections were imminent, and the voters, it seemed, would react to strong measures by voting for the anti-militarist left-wing parties.  “A general mobilization six months before elections,” the foreign minister later noted, “was insane.” The “audience,” in other words, would punish the government for following through with its threats, not for backing down from them—although it is only fair to point out that that punishment might have been less severe than it otherwise would have been because commitments had been made.

France could not act without Britain, but for the British the remilitarization of the Rhineland was not a fighting issue.  Despite Eden’s statement to Parliament, the British were not willing to honor their Locarno pledge, and the prime minister, Stanley Baldwin, was irritated by the fact that the French seemed to want to force Britain to choose between risking war and reneging on her commitments.
  But since practically no one in Britain thought that force should be used in 1936, the government paid no real domestic political price for failing to live up to its Locarno pledge.

In the Czech crisis of 1938, the story is less clear-cut.  The French had an alliance with Czechoslovakia and in early September their foreign minister announced that his government would “remain committed to the pacts it has entered into.”
  The British prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, publicly warned in March of that year that if war broke out, “other countries, besides those which were parties to the original dispute, would almost immediately be involved”—and this was “especially true,” he noted, “in the case of two countries like Britain and France.”
  The problem developed into a crisis in September.  To head off what seemed to be an imminent German attack on Czechoslovakia, Chamberlain flew to Germany to meet Hitler and came back with a plan to turn over to Germany those parts of Czechoslovakia in which most of the inhabitants were ethnically German.  The French went along with the plan and the Czechs were made to accept it.  Chamberlain then returned to Germany, thinking that a settlement was at hand.  But Hitler now insisted on more extreme terms:  he demanded that specific areas on a map he displayed be turned over to Germany almost immediately.  That was too much for most of Chamberlain’s Cabinet colleagues, although Chamberlain himself was willing to accept that arrangement;  the French, although deeply divided, were also prepared to face war over the issue.
  An armed conflict seemed imminent, but then both sides drew back.  A conference was held at Munich.  Hitler made some minor concessions and war was avoided—not just a major European war, but also the localized war with Czechoslovakia which Hitler had very much wanted.

We now think of the Munich agreement as a disaster for the western powers, but at the time Hitler felt that he himself had been defeated—cheated out of the war he had craved.
  Did he back down to the extent he had because the western governments had been able to generate audience costs?  Certainly Chamberlain himself tried to make it clear to Hitler that he was under considerable pressure at home and that if the Führer wanted to keep such a conciliatory prime minister in power, he needed to be more accommodating.
  It was not that Chamberlain had sought to generate audience costs by taking a strong stand in public.  He in fact very much disliked public threats and was quite upset when the Foreign Office issued a strong public warning to Germany at the peak of the crisis.
  But even though he tried to damp down the political pressure for a firm line, he still in effect sought to exploit the political situation as a way of getting Hitler to see reason.  It does not seem, however, that that tactic had much of an effect.  The domestic political situation in Britain is not cited in the historical sources as a key factor that led Hitler to pull back at the last minute.
  But even if the political situation within Britain and France was taken into account, it would not have been because public statements had locked those countries into a position from which they could not draw back.  It would have been because of substantive changes, not tactical “bridge-burning” moves:  political opinion within the Cabinet, within Parliament, and within the country at large had shifted, and as a result the British government was now less inclined to give way.

Chamberlain, however, was still strong enough in late 1938 to get his colleagues to accept the Munich agreement, but the détente with Germany he had hoped for never materialized, and relations between Germany and the western powers rapidly deteriorated.  By the beginning of 1939, even Lord Halifax, the foreign secretary, had concluded that a peaceful accommodation with Hitler was not in the cards:  “the present state of tension,” he told the Cabinet on February 2, “could not last indefinitely and must result either in war or in the destruction of the Nazi regime.”
  As far as the broader public was concerned, however, the key change took place the following month when the Germans seized what was left of what was now called “Czecho-Slovakia.”  Germany was now taking over territories not inhabited mainly by Germans and the appeasement policy was thoroughly discredited.  Opinion had been transformed, Winston Churchill thought, in the course of a single week.  He likened it to “the kindling of a fire which rose steadily, hour by hour, to an intense furnace heat of inward conviction.”

The Munich agreement had called upon the powers to guarantee the rump Czechoslovak state.  A British minister, on Chamberlain’s authority, had announced in October 1938 that the government felt “under a moral obligation to Czechoslovakia to treat the guarantee as being now in force.”
  But now that the Germans had moved into Prague, no one thought that that guarantee should be honored.  The government claimed it did not apply to the case at hand, since Czecho-Slovakia had not been invaded.  The Czechs had given in to German threats, but, as Chamberlain told the Cabinet, “our guarantee was not a guarantee against the exercise of moral pressure.”
  The government did not pay a major political price for its failure to honor its commitment in this case, although some people were annoyed by the hypocritical excuse Chamberlain had given.
  Its behavior in this episode was just a brushstroke in a larger picture:  the public had turned against the Chamberlain policy as a whole, and his political position at home was not nearly as strong as it had been.

But Chamberlain was not forced to resign. How was he able to avoid paying the obvious price for the failure of his policy?  The answer is quite simple.  He never really changed his mind about the need for appeasement, but he pretended to pursue a tougher policy in order to remain prime minister.  Chamberlain survived, R.A.C. Parker writes, “only by appearing to carry out the policies advocated by Churchill, especially in the acceleration of rearmament.”  After the Germans moved into Prague, Parker notes, he “was reduced to pursuing his policies by stealth.  When, on 2 September, that became known, he came close to being turned out.”
  But even then, with the failure of his policy manifest, he managed to remain in office.

The French prime minister, Edouard Daladier, had also signed the Munich agreement, and he also remained in power until war broke out in September 1939, and indeed beyond.  His political position, in fact, became stronger after Munich.
  This is not too surprising, since the sort of policy Daladier pursued had broad public support.  The simple fact that the French government was backing off from public threats could scarcely be held against it, given the profound wish of the country to avoid war.  The Chamber of Deputies backed the Munich agreement by an overwhelming majority, although many deputies voted with a heavy heart.
  The Socialist leader Léon Blum’s attitude was perhaps typical:  a “profound joy” that war had been avoided was mixed with a “profound sadness” that Czechoslovakia had been sacrificed.
  It was clear, moreover, that Daladier had scarcely been a free agent;  given the circumstances, he could hardly be blamed for pursuing the policy he did.

So in these cases when democracies were defeated, the domestic political bill that leaders had to pay was not very high.  To avoid misunderstanding, let me again stress the point that this does not mean that as a general rule audience costs would not be incurred if a government backs down in a crisis.  There are many cases—the Cuban missile crisis, most obviously—where they would have been substantial (although that fact does not in itself mean that they played a major role in those episodes).  The findings presented in this section relate to the audience costs argument in a rather different way.  There is a certain tendency in the literature to treat audience costs as a kind of surtax:  certain costs might be incurred for giving way in a crisis simply because of the intrinsic importance of the interests being sacrificed, but beyond that an additional price would be paid because people feel that making threats and then backing down is worse than simply not contesting the issue in the first place.
  If that “surtax” varies at all, it is mainly because regime type differs:  the effect is assumed to be much greater for democracies than for other sorts of regimes.
  What the cases discussed here suggest, however, is that the basic attitude of the “audience”—how hawkish or dovish it is—is a very important source of variation, as in fact a number of scholars have noted.  Leaders might not be punished for backing down when the public believes that choice is correct.  In those cases, there might be no “surtax” at all;  indeed, the government might be punished politically if it did not give way.

On the other hand, regime type is less important than many scholars assume in determining how large the audience costs are.  The Tsarist regime had to take audience costs into account during the Eastern Crisis in the 1870s, and this sort of factor also had a certain impact on German policy in the period from Agadir to World War I.
  It played a role in shaping Khrushchev’s policy in 1958, and indeed his “audience”—the rest of the Soviet leadership—made him pay the price for his failures when it removed him from power in 1964.
  The idea, Jessica Weeks writes  in a recent article, that because of their greater ability to exploit the audience costs mechanism “democracies have an advantage over autocracies in signaling their intentions” is “now axiomatic.”  She takes issue with that assumption and the historical evidence supports her basic conclusion.  That “axiom,” it turns out, is more problematic than many people think.

THE ROOT OF THE PROBLEM

In an article written more than half a century ago, Thomas Schelling discussed the advantages of basing the study of strategy on the assumption that behavior was rational.  It was not that of “all possible approaches,” he said, this was the one that stayed “closest to the truth.”  The real advantage was that it gave a “grip on the subject that is peculiarly conducive to the development of theory.”  But whether the theory that takes shape gives us any real “insight into actual behavior” was a matter for judgment:  the results reached, he said, might “prove to be either a good approximation of reality or a caricature.”
  The implication was that purely abstract theorizing is just a beginning—that one has to look at the empirical evidence to see whether a particular theory actually helps us understand how things work.

That, in fact, was what I tried to do in this article.  My goal was to see whether the theory Fearon had laid out in 1994, and which is still taken quite seriously by many scholars, holds up in the light of the historical evidence.  And the basic conclusion reached here was that the audience costs mechanism is not nearly as important as he and many other scholars have assumed.  That mechanism is supposed to play a crucial role in determining how crises, especially those involving democracies, run their course.  But it is hard to point to a single great power crisis in which a democracy prevailed in which audience costs generated by public threats were an important factor.  And yet those are the cases where one would presumably have the best chance of seeing the audience costs mechanism at work.

But why exactly does the audience cost mechanism count for so little in determining outcomes?   The key historical finding here—that that mechanism does not play much of a role in determining how crises are resolved—suggests that there must be something wrong with the Fearon theory.  Perhaps some of the assumptions on which it was based were mistaken, or maybe it simply failed to take certain important factors into account.  If so,  maybe the historical analysis here can tell us something about which particular assumptions were problematic, and which particular factors were not taken into account—that is, about why exactly the theory had gotten it wrong.  

The idea that the Fearon theory is not perfect is by no means new.  Over the years even scholars working within the rational choice tradition have pointed to a number of problems with that theory and have tried to remedy those problems by developing it in various ways.  And very recently a handful of scholars have (as I have) reached the conclusion that the empirical evidence supporting audience costs theory is not particularly strong;  and a couple of them have tried to explain why the audience costs mechanism seems to play so slight a role in determining how crises run their course, in the process questioning some basic assumptions that lie at the heart of the theory.
  In this section, I want to tackle that fundamental issue myself.  In doing so, I will certainly be making points which other scholars have made before;  a new article by Snyder and Borghard is of particular interest in this context.
  My aim here, however, is not to lay out a purely original argument, but rather to try to pull things together and deal with the question in as systematic a way as I can.

Why then does the audience costs mechanism play such a slight role in determining the way crises run their course?  In part, it is because direct threat-making (as some theorists have in fact pointed out) is often not a particularly attractive strategy.
  Too explicit a threat may backfire, by engaging the adversary’s prestige (and provoking the adversary’s own domestic audience) in too direct a way;  even a successful threat of this sort, resulting in a public humiliation of the adversary, might have unpleasant long-term consequences.  It often makes sense, therefore, to muddy the waters a bit and avoid direct threats;  this is particularly true when political leaders want to avoid alarming their own publics, or third parties, or when they want to acquire a reputation for responsible, statesmanlike behavior, which might be of some value both at home and abroad.  Hence threats are often couched in general language, and it is relatively easy to back off from such threats without paying much of a political price at home.  Thus it might have been “the policy of the United States,” as President Truman proclaimed in his famous “Truman Doctrine” speech of March 1947, “to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or outside pressures,” but the administration paid no real domestic political price when it did not lift a finger to prevent the subjugation of Czechoslovakia a year later.  The “threat” was very general;  it was not meant to be taken, and was not understood as, a blueprint for action.
But even when a state does commit itself in a relatively unambiguous way to a particular policy, backing off from such a policy might not have major political consequences at home, especially if the “audience” wants to avoid war and prefers a relatively moderate policy.  If, on the other hand, the “audience” is hawkish, the government might still be able to moderate its position without paying a big political price at home.  It can resort to scapegoating;  it can talk tough to cover up its retreat;  it can conceal (from the public) the more moderate aspects of its policy and misleadingly present itself as having taken a harder line than it actually had.

This, of course, does not mean that there is no way leaders can ever tie their hands by generating audience costs.  There are certainly times when audience costs can be generated—when a government can take such a tough line that it could not pull back without paying a major political price at home.  The point here is simply that leaders in practice are often reluctant to go that route.  The reason is that “bridge-burning,” as I have noted a number of times already, is just not a very attractive tactic.
  Statesmen, generally speaking, do not like to limit their freedom of action.  This is not to say that tactics of that sort are never considered. One in fact does come across examples of “bridge-burning” from time to time.
  And the decision to pursue that sort of policy, when it actually is made, does convey information, as the basic Fearon theory says it should:  risk-taking is a form of costly signaling; a less resolute state would be less likely to run risks; and indeed the more of a disincentive there is to surrender control and thereby accept a certain risk of escalation, the more information is conveyed when a government actually chooses to do so.  The problem, however, is that such tactics do not seem to play much of a role in international political life.
  Governments, of course, often try to guide and sometimes even whip up domestic political opinion, but normally this is with a view to maintaining their own freedom of action by mobilizing support for their policies, and not to limiting it by generating audience costs.

Given all this, it is by no means obvious, from an adversary’s point of view, that the degree to which a government has “gone public” should be taken as the key measure of its seriousness in a crisis—that this is a key indicator that would allow the adversary to judge whether or not that government is bluffing.  And indeed one has the impression that other factors—other sources of information generated during a crisis—play a much more important role.  What is really crucial is the overall picture that takes shape in your mind about how far your adversary is prepared to go in the conflict.  In forming that picture all sorts of things get taken into account:  what the other power’s leaders are saying, not just in public but in private as well—among themselves, to your representatives, and to third parties;  what you learn about public attitudes and the attitudes of the government’s political opponents, most obviously through the press;  and what your adversary is actually doing, especially in the military sphere.  You learn what you can through diplomatic channels and intelligence channels;  you try to assess the political situation that your adversary’s government has to deal with, in part to get some sense for how much freedom of action its leaders have.  You try to figure out how strong an interest the rival power has in what is at stake;  you try to think about what you yourself would do if the situation were reversed.
  So all sorts of indicators are generated as a crisis runs its course, each a brushstroke in a larger picture, each important only in the context of all the others.  
Many of these indicators can be understood in costly signaling terms.  As a crisis deepens and the risk of war seems to increase, even a simple willingness to stay the course can be a costly signal;  it is not something that a country that is not prepared to run a serious risk of war would do.  Escalatory actions—indeed anything that seems to bring the two sides closer to war—are even more significant, and this is true whether there is a risk of preemptive or accidental war or not.  The basic problem is that the more deeply you commit yourself, the harder it is to pull back—and not just for domestic political reasons.  Even adding in a concern for one’s international reputation (as some scholars do) would not exhaust the range of possibilities.  Humiliation might be undesirable in its own right;  a country might end up paying a price in terms of how it feels about itself.  And it does seem clear empirically that the sheer momentum of a mounting crisis can constrain the behavior of even the most powerful dictators and cause them to do things they might not have planned on doing at the start of a crisis.  It is quite clear, for example, that German policy in 1939 is to be understood in these terms.

Military measures, in particular, can be revealing because they are an important part of that general picture.  In 1962, military actions—like the blockade of Cuba, the preparations at that time for an invasion of the island, and the fact that the Strategic Air Command was put on a high level of alert—were important because the Soviets understood them in the context of what they were learning in all kinds of ways about how seriously the Americans took the issue and how far they were prepared to go.  Those specific actions, to be sure, had certain direct effects.  It was assumed, for example, that there was a certain risk that the Soviets would respond to the U.S. blockade of Cuba by imposing a counter-blockade around Berlin, and that the Americans would then be faced with the problem of how far they were willing to go in a confrontation over the city.  Their willingness to face that Berlin problem (when they decided to blockade Cuba) could thus be taken as a measure of a more general willingness to risk war.  But the key thing here is that when you saw all those military preparations, it was hard to think that the Americans were bluffing—and that would have been true whether the United States was a democracy or not.  Those measures in themselves (and not just because they were, to a certain extent, being publicly observed) suggested that the U.S. government was quite serious in this crisis.  

And what a government is saying in private can play a key role in this context.  One does not have to abandon the costly signaling idea to accept that point.
  Mere talk, of course, is not necessarily to be taken at face value.  Deception is obviously not unheard of in international politics.  But, as many scholars have noted, it often has a price tag.  An ability to make one’s true intentions understood, and one’s explanations believed, can be of enormous value;  there is a real cost to debasing a currency which is almost indispensable in the day-to-day conduct of foreign policy.  When interests overlap—and states generally have a strong common interest in avoiding war and thus in understanding each other—meaningful communication is possible even when the costs are relatively low.
  Honest signaling, to be sure, cannot be taken for granted.  Statesmen might at times want to mislead their opponents.  But if they go too far, they risk destroying something—the ability to communicate honestly—which they might very much want to hold on to.

But beyond that, sometimes new information can be generated during a crisis which can be credible even if no cost is involved.  Years ago Robert Jervis distinguished between what he called signals and indices.  Signals were issued, and known to be issued, “mainly to influence the receiver’s image of the sender” and were thus inherently suspect, whereas indices were “believed to be inextricably linked to the actor’s capabilities or intentions” and so were thought to be (although not necessarily actually were) “beyond the ability of the actor to control for the purpose of projecting a misleading image.”
  “Private messages the perceiver overhears or intercepts,” including documents obtained through espionage, could be indices;  mere talk—the “internal dialogue” within another state—could also function as an index if the listener feels that the government has no control over what is being revealed.
  These are strong indicators of intent;  they can yield new information that can influence the way a crisis runs its course;  yet the costly signaling perspective does not allow for the role played by indicators of this sort.  

Take, for example, the case of Britain in 1939.  Certain key indicators of British resolve—the great increase in armaments spending, for example—can obviously be understood in costly signaling terms.  Britain’s firm diplomatic stance, and especially the guarantee of Poland—and also the fact that that stance did not weaken even as the crisis escalated—can also be understood in that way, because of the mounting price the British government would pay, in both domestic and international terms, if it backed down.  But perhaps the most important indicator had to do with way people at all levels—in the Cabinet, in Parliament, in the press, and in the country as a whole—had come to feel about the problem.  It was of fundamental importance that their willingness to accept a showdown with Germany did not crumble as the threat of war loomed larger.  The credibility of that indicator had little to do with any costs that had been incurred, or would be if the British attitude softened.  It was something that could be observed directly, just by talking with people and listening to what they had to say.  It was a powerful indicator simply because it could not be faked. And the fact that the British were holding firm would, in a sense, be new information since the Nazis’ initial assumption had been that Britain would back down in the crisis—that “in the war of nerves, Nazi nerves would prove stronger.”
  Yet as the costly signaling idea took hold, the whole idea of an index in that sense essentially fell between the cracks.

Given all this, it is not hard to understand why the audience costs mechanism is not nearly as important in determining how crises get resolved as many theorists seem to assume.  But perhaps the basic conclusion to be drawn here is methodological in nature.  The bottom line here is not that theorizing is devoid of value.  This is obviously not the case, and Fearon’s contributions to the field, in particular, have been quite extraordinary.  The basic problem is simply one of balance.  It is very easy, when you are grappling with a problem on a purely abstract level, to get carried away with a particular idea, and to lose sight of all the reasons the particular effect you are focusing on might not count for as much in the real world as you might think—and this is true, whether you are working in the rational choice or in some other tradition.  The way to control for that kind of problem is to analyze the theoretical issue you are concerned with in the light of the empirical, and especially the historical, evidence.  Indeed, it is only by doing that kind of analysis that you can reach a judgment about the value a particular theory has.  It is the only way to see whether a theory is just an interesting intellectual construct or whether it gives you any real insight into how things actually work.  
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