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Abstract 

Signaling Intentions Through Narrative Persuasion: An Examination of 
the Berlin Crisis 

David Anthony Tomasz, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

Supervisor:  Patrick McDonald 

This paper evaluates the criteria for persuasive international signaling in the context 

of an incentive to deceive. National-level heuristics interact with observable indices of 

behavior to condition the effects of intuitively-plausible narratives on persuasion. States 

use their heuristic understanding of their rival and observed indices of their behavior to 

make conclusions about the credibility of narrative explanations offered in support of 

attempts at persuasion. I examine communications between foreign policy decision makers 

in the Berlin Crisis to evaluate these attempts at persuasion, both deceptive and sincere. 
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      Introduction 

  

 By focusing on state heuristics and narrative persuasion, and engaging with the 

literature on signaling within crisis bargaining, I develop a generalizable model of 

signaling and deception. This will help us study many puzzles, including especially crisis 

signaling, but also tactical deception and longer-term, state-centric questions about 

intentions. As a set of research questions this project could be stated: how do states 

communicate their intentions to rivals in a credible way and how do states try to deceive 

their rivals about their intentions or read through attempted deceptions? 

 In brief, my theory argues that leaders will package indices of their intentions 

together and tie them to an intended message with the use of an organizing, intuitively-

plausible narrative. This narrative will be persuasive to the extent that its logic coheres 

with other indices of the signaler’s intentions and to the heuristic national image of the 

signaler held by the target. The first section will define terms, layout the theory, and 

review the appropriate literatures.  Next, I will describe a basic model of communication 

through four phases in order to illustrate how and when these concepts work together. In 

the empirical section, I will describe my variables and the methods used in greater detail. 

After reviewing the basic history of the Berlin Crisis, I will trace a few narratives through 

the crisis to demonstrate how narrative acceptance is affected by the relevant indices and 

appropriate heuristic national image. I will conclude with a discussion of how to expand 

the analysis and a discussion of the contributions made.  
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Theory and Literature Review 
 
Signals and Indices 
 The communication of state intentions is broadly accomplished by sending 

messages1 through signals2 from a signaling state to a target state. Of course, signals are 

not wholly sufficient to describe the communicative process. States can send signals back 

and forth, but these may not be interpreted correctly or be believed to hold any particular 

credibility, and so their ability to communicate intentions is somewhat limited. Robert 

Jervis develops the concept of indices to explain how states augment their understanding 

of the intentions of their rivals with versatile data collection.3 Indices include the full set 

of relevant, observable behavior of one state, a subset of which will be intentional and 

communicative by nature.4 This somewhat broad definition of indices nevertheless 

                                                   
1Messages are the intended meaning one state wishes to convey to another. This message 
could be a policy position, a measure of resolve, a threat/warning, or any other objective 
of communication between states. Because messages are sometimes difficult to 
communicate and because they may be deceptive, the puzzle to be solved is how to make 
messages credible. A message is a concept, not a device. It cannot be transmitted except 
by a mechanism like a signal (though it could also be assumed from an index of another 
state’s intentions) 
2  Signals are deliberate mechanisms used to send a message. They can contain verbal 
and/or nonverbal components and include for example: arms build-ups, presidential 
speeches, back-channel negotiations, demonstrations of force, moratoriums on 
objectionable behavior, and so forth. 
3 Robert Jervis, The logic of Images in International Relations. (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1970) 
4 At times Jervis seems to use indices and signals interchangeably, I mean to clarify this 
by focusing on the intentionality of signals. Jervis was also vague about what was and 
wasn’t and index. I use the word “relevant” to constrain the domain of indices to that 
information which could serve a purpose in revealing state intentions, though that 
constraint is of course context-dependent. Information interpreted as an index of 
intentions is separated from extraneous data by the relevance to the question the 
investigating state wishes to answer (such as something like: what is the state of X’s 
military readiness?) States will try to answer these questions by collecting and examining 
information they think would be present or absent given competing hypotheses about the 
rival state’s nature (which I will discuss further in the examination of heuristic national 
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captures something very real. States do try to measure the capabilities of their rivals very 

carefully and clearly assess the meaning of various features of their rival’s domestic 

politics. Even a cursory glance at historical documents makes abundantly clear the kinds 

of incredibly nuanced information collected as indices.  

 Of course, some issue areas are more prone to index manipulation (as signals) 

than others. Tactical deception for instance, like the misrepresentation of the D-Day 

landing site, often relies on the target’s collection of indices to act as deceptive signals (in 

this case fake units mimicked by false radio chatter, troop movements, prop tanks, etc.). 

The Nazis used their own signals to sow similar misinformation, such as the pre-war air 

shows with air wings flying by multiple times to give the impression of much greater 

numbers, or specially-crafted, high-performing planes masquerading as production-line 

aircraft.5 Tactical deception is particularly prone to this use of signals because the 

relevant indices will likely be under close scrutiny, and because their interpretation is 

often clarified by their immediate tactical usage.  

 However, sending signals and relying on the target’s index-collection may not be 

an appropriate signaling strategy under all circumstances. Some issues are more subtle 

and require a more complex signaling method. President Nixon for example, tried and 

failed to signal his intention to risk nuclear war in October 1969 to coerce the Soviets to 

assist him in leaving Vietnam gracefully.6 This bluff went unnoticed because the signals 

were too subtle to be collected as indices and even if they had, the likelihood that the 

Soviets would interpret them as desired was low. 

                                                   
images). These indices can be collected by an intelligence organization directly, or more 
likely, extrapolated by foreign policy actors seeking to understand intentions using 
information collected for different purposes. 
5 Barton Whaley, “Covert Rearmament in Germany 1919-1939: Deception and 
Misperception,” in Military Deception and Strategic Surprise, ed. John Gooch and Amos 
Perlmutter. (Frank Cass &Co 1982) 
6 Scott D. Sagan and Jeremi Suri, "The Madman Nuclear Alert: Secrecy, Signaling, and 
Safety in October 1969," International Security 27, no. 4 (Spring 2003): 150-183. 
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 This difficulty is one enduring problem with Jervis’ concept of indices. States 

sending signals to one another in order to communicate may struggle to convey complex 

or subtle messages. Target states may receive the signal, but they will also collect an 

abundance of other indices, many of which may contradict the intended message. 

Moreover, Jervis argues that indices which cannot be manipulated are the most 

persuasive and argues that to send credible signals, states should manipulate indices 

which appear tamperproof.7 For a message to be persuasive then, states must find indices 

that can be manipulated but appear not to be, and hope that they are observed by the 

target, interpreted correctly, and not contradicted or overwhelmed by other signals. 

Needless to say, this makes deliberate and credible communication somewhat difficult.  

 
The Incentive to Deceive and Audience Costs 
 
 This concern for credibility is at the heart of the signaling problem, distinguishing 

normal, procedural difficulties of communication (like mistranslation or undelivered 

notes) from those difficulties created by the incentive to deceive. Within the logic of 

costly signaling, states can gain from bargaining with a rival by using deception, such as 

threatening to go to war if demands are unmet, claiming they would settle only for a 

high-value concession, or in other ways misrepresenting their intentions. James Fearon’s 

description of audience costs,8 coupled with a larger body of costly signaling literature, 

and set within the framework established by the bargaining model of war, has been the 

predominant model of signaling for two decades. It is argued that a sincere signaler will 

use a signal that would be so costly to a bluffing state that the target can be assured (by 

observing the signal) that the signaler’s stated intentions are in fact genuine. Audience 

costs are one version of this costly signal, which in the initial theorizing, focused on a 

                                                   
7 Robert Jervis, The logic of Images in International Relations. (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1970) 
8 James D. Fearon, “Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation of International 
Disputes,” American Political Science Review, 88 (1994) pp 577-592.  
James D. Fearon, "Signaling foreign policy interests tying hands versus sinking costs," 
Journal of Conflict Resolution 41.1 (1997): 68-90. 
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leader trying to convince rivals of her conviction by promising her domestic public that 

she would take action if a demand was unmet (and thus tying her hands by staking her 

electoral future on her promise to follow through on this threat). The signal is credible, so 

the argument goes, insofar as the leader is capable of generating costs.9 

 In fact, however, costs are not actually separating types in the audience cost logic. 

Rather, it is the belief held by the target state that these costs are sufficient that serves to 

separate types. This is a crucial distinction because it means that anything the target state 

believes to establish credibility would have the same effect as generating costs- which 

will become important in our coming discussion of narratives. The argument that cost 

separates types is also contingent on the target having a very detailed understanding of 

the signaling state. How costly is this signal really? Can the leader really bind her hands? 

How much would they have to gain by my concession? How likely do they think I am to 

back down if they make a public statement? To be clear, the logic of audience costs 

works as promised, provided states have this information and accept the premise that 

their opposite would sooner risk war than removal from office. However, because states 

have an incentive to misrepresent their costs to appear as though their hands are tied 

when they are not, “Cost” and “resolve” are likely to be equally mysterious terms here, 

and so one cannot be used to clarify the other.  

 I argue that uncertainty is never fully resolved. States with an incentive to deceive 

produce an equally strong incentive to distrust and so there is no perfect mechanism by 

which states can credibly tell a truth- it is always a judgement call made based on the best 

information available. There are however, varying degrees of confidence in the signals 

sent from one state to another, informed by each state’s preexisting beliefs about the 

other.  

                                                   
9 Fearon writes about deception as it affects crisis bargaining, but to be clear, states may 
also employ deception to protect intelligence operations, gain tactical advantages, or shift 
rival’s beliefs for more nebulous benefits at some future point in time. Because states 
have this incentive to deceive, their communications of intentions are suspect and their 
rivals have a vested interest in trying to parse out liars from sincere communicators- in 
many domains besides crisis signaling.  
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Constructivism and Heuristic National Images 
 Constructivist scholars like Alexander Wendt and Thomas Risse have written 

about the importance of identity in understanding the behavior of states, including how 

they try to influence one another through the use or manipulation of these identities.10 

States are not the same, and cannot always be expected to behave similarly in similar 

circumstances; identity conditions their behavior. Part of signaling and interpreting 

intentions is therefore conditioned by state’s beliefs about themselves (their identity) and 

their beliefs about others (their understanding of a rival’s identity). I use this insight to 

argue that states have preexisting frames through which they view each other, which I 

call heuristic national images.11 One component of a heuristic national image is the 

perceived values held by a rival state. Other components include beliefs about: the 

foreign-policy decision-making processes, persistent biases in analysis as a product of a 

particular worldview, economic or social variables that would affect decision-making, 

traditional geopolitics, and idiosyncratic historical variations.  

 There is a veritable mountain of evidence from the field of psychology that 

humans reason heuristically. Policy makers, as humans, must also reason heuristically 

and states, as complex objects, likely require a heuristic image to be understandable. It is 

a straightforward deduction that policy makers have heuristics in place regarding rival 

states. While heuristic reasoning is the uncontested cornerstone of cognitive psychology, 

Chaiken et al., suggest that heuristics are even more important when the issue area is 

                                                   
10 Alexander Wendt, “The state as person in international theory,” Review of 
International Studies, 30 (2004) pp 289-316.  
Thomas Risse, “Let’s Argue!: Communicative Action in World Politics,”  International 
Organization, 54 (2000) pp 1-39  
11 A Heuristic National Image is the decision-making frame from which a state is viewed 
by rival states. Because states are complex organisms and because human reasoning is 
finite, decision makers use national heuristics as an intellectual shorthand for helping 
them process information about rival states. These heuristics can be richly complex or 
relatively parsimonious, but they will appeal to what is believed to be fundamental in 
understanding the intentions of a rival state. Kennan’s X article is an excellent expression 
of such a heuristic.  
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important to the recipients because they are more likely to draw upon these heuristics in 

their reasoning.12 Messages from foreign states are likely to be interpreted very carefully 

as the stakes can be extraordinarily high. Likewise, the foreign policy elites performing 

this evaluation are likely to be very intelligent, knowledgeable, and highly motivated. 

These characteristics are important because they separate “high-evaluation processors” 

from “low-evaluation processors”, a distinction the persuasion literature focuses great 

attention on. High-evaluation processors are less susceptible to persuasive cues like the 

number of arguments, prestige of the source, or speed of speech.  

 These high-evaluation processors (which share the same characteristics that 

would distinguish foreign policy elites from casual observers) are more likely to analyze 

the logical justification of arguments, to have strong opinions based on prior knowledge, 

to be able to determine bias in the source, to have consistent and organized belief 

structures, and to resist counter-attitudinal messages (and support pro-attitudinal 

messages).13 All of this supports the argument that foreign policymakers form and defend 

consistent heuristic images of rival states. These images influence policy toward rival 

states, but more to the point here, they also influence the style and content of messages 

                                                   
12 S. Chaiken, A. Liberman, and A.H. Eagly, “Heuristic and systematic processing within 
and beyond the persuasion context.” In Unintended Thought. Eds. J.S. Uleman and J.A. 
Bargh.(New York: Guilford Press 1989)  225  
13 R.E. Petty and J.T. Caciaoppo, Attitudes and Persuasion: Classic and Contemporary 
Approaches. (Dubuque, IA: Wm. C. Brown 1981).  
R. E.Petty and J.T. Caciappo, Communication and Persuasion: Central and Peripheral 
Routes to Attitude Change. (New York: Springer-Verlag 1986a). 
C.G Lord, L. Ross, And M.R. Lepper. “Biased assimilation and attitude polarization: The 
effects of prior theories on subsequently considered evidence.” Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology. 37 (1979): 2098-2109  
W.Wood, N. Rhodes, and M. Biek, “Working knowledge and attitude strength: An 
information processing analysis,” In Attitude Strength: Antecedents and Consequences, 
Eds. R.E. Petty and J.A Krosnick. (Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum 1995) 387-412. 
B. T Johnson et. al., “Initial beliefs and attitude latitudes as factors in persuasion.” 
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 21 (1995): 502-511 
C.Wu and D.R. Shaffer, “Susceptibility to persuasive appeals as a function of source 
credibility and prior experience with the attitude object.” Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 52 (1987): 677-688 
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that would be sent to rival states (and as we will see later, also the determination of 

message credibility).  

 In the development of this heuristic national image concept, I’m not going as far 

as Wendt to say that states are individual actors, but there are good reasons to suppose 

that individual-level heuristics become homogenized over time. Thus one important 

claim I’m making is that heuristics can be treated as a national-level phenomenon despite 

their origin at the individual level. First, natural debate within an administration will 

allow people to observe and resolve their different views (or gradually marginalize those 

with outsider views). Groupthink would not be such a perennial concern unless this 

tendency toward collective agreement was already strongly present. Moreover, in the 

conduct of briefing members of the foreign policy establishment, intelligence officers are 

passing around heuristics about each state that come to be the basis of analysis across 

many levels of the policy-making apparatus, and are reified by personnel transfers or 

normal career trajectories. Additionally, because intelligence officers need to speak with 

a unified voice, they will examine established products before distributing a new product 

and default toward consistency, thus ensuring institutionalized heuristic persistence. In a 

similar process, periodic intelligence reviews like the NIE’s bring together analysts from every 

major foreign policy agency to create a unified estimate, which functions to substantially 

homogenize views. All this being said, this is an intrinsically flexible concept and there will 

be times when serious differences in interpretation emerge. In cases such as these, it is 

most likely that the highest decision-maker’s views will carry the most weight (as for 

instance, in Reagan’s evolving view of Gorbachev contrasted against the cold-warrior 

mentality of many in the foreign-policy establishment).  

 Having established that each state has a heuristic national image of its rivals 

which it uses to predict their behavior, the key to credibly signaling intentions is to craft 

an explanation for your behavior that is consistent with their heuristic national image of 

you. The Soviet military developed a similar concept during the cold war called 

“reflexive control” using similar variables to model state beliefs and manipulating rivals 
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by tailoring deceptions to their particular analytical processes.14 Likewise, the American 

intelligence concept of denial and deception views the attempt to deceive as a higher-

order counter-intelligence objective that is aided by a sophisticated understanding of the 

enemy’s thinking.15 Finally, there is a long history of applying cognitive psychology to 

the study of intelligence,16 which recognizes heuristics as an inescapable element of the 

analytic process. CIA practitioners have for example, written about avoiding the pitfalls 

of “mirror imaging,” the projection of American beliefs onto a rival in analysis instead of 

appreciating their unique worldview.17 

 Heuristic national images shape the determination of intentions, but they don’t 

entirely solve the problem of communicating credibly. Like indices, heuristics are used 

by target states to assess a signaler’s intentions, but they are not signals, they do not 

communicate information to rival states. Using these heuristics, states can signal with 

greater plausibility (if they tap into their rival’s image of them), but this attempt is 

enhanced greatly by the use of a narrative. 

 
Narratives 
 
 Narratives18 are justifications for claims that cary an intuitively-plausible logic. 

Narratives might take the form of a public speech at an international forum, private 

communications through ambassadors or directly between foreign leaders, backchannel 

                                                   
14 Timothy Thomas. “Russia's Reflexive Control Theory and the Military.” Journal of 
Slavic Military Studies 17.2 (2004): 237-256.  
15 Donald C. F. Daniel, "Denial and Deception," In Transforming US Intelligence. Ed. 
Jennifer Sims and Burton Gerber, (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2005) 
16 See for example, the works of Richard Heuer  
17 Richard J Heuer, “The Psychology of Intelligence Analysis,” Center for the Study of 
Intelligence 1999. 
18 Narratives are intentional like signals, always include a verbal component (though this 
may be packaged together with nonverbal signals too), and are always tied to a message. 
Narratives can differ widely in their language, appealing to different states about different 
issues. The clearest distinction between a narrative and a verbal signal is that a narrative 
will focus on explaining why a message is plausible, not simply on communicating a 
message.  
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contacts, attempts to shape media coverage through press releases or leaks, and so forth. 

Narratives work in interstate communication by allowing states to bundle signals together 

with an underlying logic that the target state would find plausible. The narrative serves to 

both highlight the signals (by connecting them with a logical thread before transmission, 

instead of relying on the target to inductively make the connections) and to use their 

rival’s own beliefs to make their message seem more believable on its face.19  

 I argue that narratives are persuasive based on how psychology tells us the human 

brain operates. Though a point of some contention in the field, many psychologists have 

argued that people are more easily persuaded by a plausible narrative explanation than by 

abstract logic or statistical findings.20 Moreover, one of the best persuasive tactics is to 

demonstrate the causal link between action and probable outcome.21 In the context of 

international signaling this would mean for example, that explaining why failing to offer 

concession X would result in behavior Y is more persuasive than simply promising Y if 

X is not offered. This explanation is a narrative, it tells a story about what the sending 

state wants and links the promised consequences to the desired concessions in a way that 

the target state can understand.  

                                                   
19 I should be clear that narratives are most likely used in communications like crisis 
bargaining which are generally high-stakes and often conducted by top officials. 
Narratives, like audience costs, are unlikely to be used in day-to-day communications 
between states because the issues are so rarely of such high salience. However, states 
may attempt over time to shift their rivals’ heuristic national image of them- a process 
that likely requires a narrative to combat the entrenched beliefs. Whether we are speaking 
of these gradual shifts in attitudes, or the intensity of crises, narratives may be useful to 
manipulate beliefs.  
20 Thedore R. Sarbin, Narrative Psychology: The Storied Nature of Human Conduct. (NY 
Praeger 1986) (especially in “narrative thinking as a heuristic process” by Robinson and 
Hawpe) 
Melanie C. Green and Timothy C. Brock, “The role of transportation in the 
persuasiveness of public narratives,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol 
79(5) (Nov 2000): 701-721  
21 M.P. Slusher, and C.A. Anderson, “Using causal persuasive arguments to change 
beliefs and teach new information: the mediating role of explanation availability and 
evaluation bias in the acceptance of knowledge,” Journal of Educational Psychology, 88 
(1996):  110-122 
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 Generally though, the psychology literature on persuasion means something 

slightly different when they discuss narratives. In this literature, narratives are basically 

poignant anecdotes that capture people’s attention,22 which are persuasive in part because 

they are easier to access in memory.23 The evidence is a little too mixed to draw very firm 

conclusions about these anecdote-narratives, but it is apparent that things like target 

ideology24 and narrative consistency with the existing attitude25 affect the persuasiveness 

of the narrative. The important implication of this is that narratives are evaluated in the 

way I argue, with heuristics playing a big roll in determining which narratives will seem 

plausible (and a strategic signaler using his knowledge of them to craft a persuasive 

narrative). Likewise, findings that the integration of the message directly into the causal 

structure of the anecdote (as my version of narratives supposes) enhances the 

persuasiveness, further supports the argument that these narratives can be a very 

convincing mechanism.26  

 Beyond the effect that narratives have in persuading people through causal stories, 

they help to more simply connect signal and message. Scholars have found that, 

naturally, the audience must recognize that evidence has been offered in support of a 

                                                   
22 Much of the psychology literature focuses on advertising or other contexts where 
attention and intrinsic skepticism are likely to be much lower. I am trying to ignore the 
supporting evidence for narratives that focuses on mechanisms like keeping the target’s 
interest in favor of mechanisms like the ease of establishing causal linkages or the easier 
manipulation of vast chunks of data which would apply more to the international 
signaling context.  
23 K. S. Rook, “Effects of Case History versus Abstract Information on Health Attitudes 
and Behaviors,” Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 17 (1987): 533–553 
24 J. Niederdeppe, M. A. Shapiro, and N.Porticella, “Attributions of responsibility for 
obesity: Narrative communication reduces reactive counterarguing among liberals,” 
Human Communication Research, 37 (2011): 295–323. 
25 M. D. Slater, & D. Rouner, “Value-affirmative and value-protective processing of 
alcohol education messages that include statistical evidence or anecdotes,” 
Communication Research, 23 (1996): 210–235. 
26 M. Dahlstrom, “The role of causality in information acceptance in narratives: An 
example from science communication,” Communication Research, 37 (2010):  857–875. 
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proposition and perceive it to be legitimate for that evidence to be persuasive.27 Evidence 

will not speak for itself, and signals will not be persuasive if they remain tenuously linked 

to a larger message. One of the problems with indices alone was the difficulty conveying 

complex messages; combining narratives with other signals may be able to accommodate 

this difficulty more effectively. 

 

Heuristic National Images, Indices, and Narratives Working Together to Signal 

Intentions 

 Narratives may be persuasive, but they may also still be an act of deception, so as 

ever, it is up to the target state to uncover the truth. To make this determination, the 

signaler’s narrative justification can be checked for plausibility both by measuring it with 

whatever indices are available and by comparing it to the target’s heuristic national image 

of the signaler. There is a finite set of narratives that would seem plausible after such 

analysis, with some narratives being rejected outright and others faltering under closer 

scrutiny. All else being equal, honest signalers are more likely to be believed because 

they are more likely to have un-manipulated indices supporting their narrative and 

because they can employ an honest narrative explanation that is likely to conform to their 

rival’s view of them (assuming, fairly I think, that states generally have a more-or-less 

accurate understanding of their rivals). Of course states can manufacture indices or 

provide an alternative explanation for observed indices to support lies, but as both sincere 

and insincere states can do this, and because only sincere states are supported by 

appropriate un-manipulated indices, they will, axiomatically, have an advantage in 

persuading.   

                                                   
27 R. Parrott, K. Silk, K. Dorgan, C. Condit, and T. Harris, “Risk Comprehension and 
Judgments of Statistical Evidentiary Appeals,” Human Communication Research, 
31(2005): 423–452. 
R. A. Reynolds, and J. L. Reynolds, “Evidence,” In The persuasion handbook: 
Developments in theory and practice eds. J. P. Dillard and M. Pfau  
 (Thousand Oaks CA: Sage, 2002) 427-444. 
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Likewise, narratives can be fitted to the target’s heuristics whether the signaler is 

sincere or insincere, but successful manipulation would require intensive knowledge of 

the target’s heuristic national image of the signaler (information which the target has an 

incentive to conceal). Because unknown components of the target’s heuristic national 

image might confirm or disconfirm the narrative offered, issuing a narrative reflecting 

sincere motive is a more reliable tactic in situations of this incomplete information than is 

trying to persuade through narratives the target state may find incongruent with other 

components of their heuristic image. For instance, the Soviets thought through much of 

the Cold War that American politics was governed by the interests of wealthy capitalists, 

but this wasn’t the only component of their heuristic image of the United States. A 

narrative designed to exploit this might resonate with that component of the Soviet 

heuristic national image and yet be rejected by other elements. Ultimately, states are 

looking for the narrative with the highest degree of congruence with their existing beliefs, 

and since states don’t have the full picture of their rival’s existing beliefs, disingenuous 

narratives are riskier than genuine ones.28 

 Sincere signalers are more likely believed than insincere signalers because their 

narratives are more likely to seem plausible, whereas insincere signalers could only 

generate a persuasive narrative through a chance confluence of apparently verifying 

indices and/or by extremely accurate manipulations of the rival’s heuristic national image 

of them- which should be fairly rare due to the uncertainty surrounding these heuristics. 

Of course, this finding would not be particularly novel (sincere signalers are believed) if 

it did not also explain how states occasionally deceive their rivals too.   

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                   
28 Again, this is made with the important assumption that states generally have a good 
understanding of their rivals. This argument is less persuasive the more we have reason to 
doubt that assumption.  
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Four Phases of Communication  
 
 In the attempt to construct a generalizable theory of communication with an 

incentive to deceive, I have tried to clarify the communication process by dividing it into 

distinct phases. These phases generally apply to long-term deception and crisis signaling, 

as well as tactical or more day-to-day deception like counter-intelligence operations.   

 
Phase One 
 
 Before communication can begin, there must be something to communicate and 

some reason to do so. As we noted in the constructivist literature earlier, states interact 

within a complex web of preexisting relationships, so if we are to understand their 

intentions, we must first understand how they believe they relate to one another. States 

use heuristic national images and beliefs about beliefs to make sense of their world, 

particularly their relationship with the state that will soon be the target of their 

communication. This informative context conditions the type of message that is sent. 

First, different relationships will likely involve different interests and so this context 

helps establish what a state might want from communication with another state. Second, 

if a state wanted the same thing from two very different states, the varying relational 

contexts would necessitate different messages in order to be effective. In this phase, 

states understand and define their identity and that of their rival so that communication in 

the following phases is properly contextualized; communication does not exist in a 

relational/contextual void.  

 
Phase Two 
 
 In this phase of the communication process, states that have messages they wish 

to communicate must package these messages into signals that other states could observe 

and then send those signals to the rival state. Signals are tailored to communicate the 

intended message appropriately, while also taking into account the relational context 

between the sender and target (which might affect the reconstruction of a message from 

an observed signal). Signals thus show variation depending upon the message being 
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communicated and/or the nature of the relationship between sending and receiving 

state.29 Ideally, a signal would be designed to communicate the intended message in such 

a way that the target state would receive and process the message accurately.  

 This processing is often aided by coupling these signals with a narrative that 

explains the linkage between the signal and the issue area in such a way that the target 

believes the signaler’s message. Narratives are important, not just because they can 

communicate ideas persuasively, but also because they clarify the link between signals 

and messages. Moving a carrier fleet toward a rival state for example, could signal any 

number of things, even supposing that the rival state was in fact the intended audience. 

When a narrative is used, it forcibly links the signal sent to the message intended by 

offering an explicit explanation for a given signal.  

 
Phase Three 
 
 In this phase of the communication process, target states observe a signal and 

attempt to reconstruct the message from the signal and the other information at their 

disposal. In phase four, the attempt is made to evaluate a message, but before that can 

begin, states must understand what their rival is attempting to communicate. Many of the 

standard problems associated with signaling intentions crop up during this phase of the 

communicative process, some of which exist separately from the primary confounder; the 

incentive to deceive. Multiple audiences for a given communication, multiple plausible 

messages behind a given signal, incentives to be ambiguous or tactically secretive, 

problems with reliably observing signals, signals operating at cross purposes- all of these 

operate in tandem with the incentive to deceive, and so the product is a very difficult 

                                                   
29 It might be more persuasive for example, to use military manipulations to signal hostile 
intent than it would be to use protest in the General Assembly, or states might use 
international financial organizations to help them signal economic messages- there is a 
logic of appropriateness involved here. Likewise, signals to North Korea will be different 
from equivalent messages signaled to other states because of the absence of embassies or 
other mechanisms for communicating more directly.  
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communicative environment. If the intended message goes unobserved or is misperceived 

in phase three, it is extremely unlikely that the communicative attempt will succeed.  

 One of the most difficult problems is the existence of multiple potential audiences 

for a given signal (with different messages implied based upon the likely target). Leaders 

who give soaring speeches may be addressing a rival state or a domestic party. States that 

make efforts to appear aggressive may be trying to signal solely to a particular rival or 

making an effort to communicate to all manner of allies or third parties. States use their 

national heuristic images and understanding of context to make educated guesses about 

the likely target of such signaling, discounting targets which seem implausible.30 

Narratives may further clarify the issue as some are applicable only to particular rivals. 

Likewise, the verbal structure of these narratives, as we discussed before, helps link 

signal and message which in turn helps clarify the intended target.31 

 Once a target is specified, the actual process of distilling a message from a signal 

can still be fraught with challenges. What seems like a straightforward deduction from 

one view may be completely overlooked by the intended target, who could be operating 

with vastly different heuristics. The Able Archer crisis for example, was the result of a 

mismatch between Soviet assumptions of American aggression/duplicity and American 

knowledge of their own pacific intent. The American signal that it was about to begin war 

simulations was intended to communicate a reassuring message, but the Soviets nearly 

went to war over what they read as a deception to lull them into complacency before an 

unprovoked assault.  

 Finally, in the not-at-all comprehensive list of signaling challenges occurring in 

phase three, we must discuss signaling overlap. States have a mountain of indices at their 

disposal for modeling rival state intentions. Because of this preponderance of information 

                                                   
30 Our understanding of the domestic structure of rival states obviously informs our 
estimates of whether a signal’s intended target is domestic or foreign. Our beliefs about 
their relations with other states plays a similar role.   
31 Some kinds of signaling, like tactical deception, would seem less persuasive if the 
target knew they were subjected to deliberate communications, so to be clear, this logic 
applies most strongly in crisis signaling.  
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though, these indices are likely to support different stories. States communicating 

multiple messages through multiple signals or one message through many signals may 

not get their point across if the signals act at cross purposes. Narratives may help resolve 

some of this signal confusion by providing an analytical frame for the target state to 

evaluate signal consistency. Target states need only ask themselves: “do these signals all 

support the narrative offered, or is there something more going on here?” Likewise, 

signaling states can use narratives to bundle signals so that a message is clearer or to 

account for discontinuities.  

 
Phase Four 
 
 With a signal sent in phase two, and observed and reconstructed into a perceived 

message in phase three, states next turn to analyzing that message. In this fourth phase of 

the communication process, states utilize narratives, indices, and heuristic images to 

evaluate the sending state’s message.32 Narratives, which are used to give an intuitive 

explanation for behavior, will generate observable implications based on the logic of their 

construction. Target states will use these implications to test the plausibility of the 

narrative against the available indices they have collected. This determination of 

credibility will take place in the context of preexisting beliefs (which are quite resistant to 

change) such that unexpected narratives will face more scrutiny while narratives which 

are compatible with the target’s national heuristic image of the signaler will seem more 

credible. A strategic sender will have combined the message with a narrative that would 

appeal to these target state heuristics and indices, but there are plenty of examples when 

this consideration was absent or impossible. Through exploring some of these narratives 

and the responses they elicited from the rival state, we can see the persuasive utility of 

the narrative-index-image combination. 

 
 

                                                   
32 This is of course, only if a narrative is utilized. In other cases of communication, states 
rely on indices and heuristics to determine the credibility of the message as best they can, 
drawing on diverse information to make a best-guess.  
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Empirics  
 
Methodological Strategy 
 
 By examining declassified historical documents on the deliberations of foreign 

policy makers as they attempt to signal and understand the signals of their rivals in the 

Berlin Crisis, I will illustrate how the IV’s affect the DV of narrative acceptance. I will 

begin with a brief historical review of the crisis, and then move to an examination of the 

narratives used by Kennedy and Khrushchev. Because the data is limited mostly to the 

American side, I will focus in depth on two narratives Khrushchev offers to examine how 

indices and American heuristics interact to condition the American response to these 

narratives. I will follow this analysis with a brief look at an American narrative that 

Khrushchev seems to accept, trying to compensate for limited data by using observable 

implications to assess the strength of rival explanations.  

 My DV will be the acceptance or rejection (by the target) of a narrative, which I 

measure as directly as possible with an examination of deliberations amongst target-state 

foreign policy leaders after they have been exposed to a signaler’s narrative. In practice, 

some narratives are rejected immediately for being inconsistent with heuristic national 

images or available indices, but many narratives are treated more seriously, with 

agreement reached by debate or after the further assessment of relevant indices.   

 This DV is conditioned by two IV’s: the consistency of the narrative with the 

target state’s heuristic national image, and second, consistency with appropriate indices 

of their behavior. Consistency is necessarily an imprecise concept, which is why it is 

possible for foreign policy experts to look at the same information and come to different 

conclusions. However, my analysis benefits from the clarity of hindsight, massive stores 

of documents to draw on, and narrowly guiding the analysis with a narrative instead of 

the entire crisis. Using the documents to reveal what indices or which components of the 

heuristic national image the target state believed to be important will demonstrate what 

went into the determination of narrative acceptance or rejection.  

 Hypotheses for narrative success or failure will be generated for each narrative, 

depending upon the preexisting heuristic national image and upon the balance or 
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direction of observed indices. If a narrative blatantly contradicts a heuristic image, then 

we would expect it to fail. Likewise, if a narrative depends upon specific indices 

(military, domestic reactions, or otherwise) to be persuasive, and these are not observed, 

than we would predict a rejection. The theory can also be assessed for its more general 

structure as well. We should observe leaders appealing to each other with plausible causal 

explanations in a narrative form, identifying and discussing relevant indices, and 

operating with assumptions that can be identified as part of a consistent heuristic national 

image.  

 
The Berlin Crisis  
 
 The Berlin Crisis is the name given to the flurry of diplomatic activity 

surrounding Khrushchev’s ultimatum, issued first in 1958 under the Eisenhower 

administration. In this ultimatum, the Soviet Union threatened to sign a separate peace 

treaty with the GDR that would have essentially eliminated guaranteed Western-power 

access to West Berlin, which had been established as part of the occupation regime after 

WWII. With the Soviet Union willing to give control of the border to Eastern Germany, 

and apparently willing to back them militarily, the NATO powers were faced with either 

conceding West Berlin entirely, fighting to retain their access, or facing down the Soviet 

ultimatum through negotiations. After initially promising negotiations at Camp David, 

the U-2 incident derailed further attempts at reaching an agreement with Eisenhower, and 

so Khrushchev put the matter on hold and repeated the ultimatum with president 

Kennedy in 1961. Kennedy was preoccupied with the Bay of Pigs operation for much of 

the early part of 1961, but began to seriously look at Berlin by early June. By 1962, the 

crisis had subsided and the superpowers had shifted their focus to disarmament 

negotiations.  

 I chose this case because of the unprecedented, voluminous exchange of letters 

between Kennedy and Khrushchev. While narratives are used in many similar situations, 

this paper trail makes identifying narratives especially clear here. In the last half of 1961, 

when the crisis reached its tensest moments, these letters and other documents reveal a 
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pair of leaders using narratives back and forth, with some success and some failure. The 

crisis ultimately ended with the NATO powers taking no action to stop the erection of the 

Berlin Wall and Khrushchev eventually lifting the ultimatum several months later, when 

it became apparent that no other settlement would be reached. This wall stopped the flood 

of refugees pouring out of East Germany that was such a political embarrassment for the 

Soviet Union, thereby eliminating one of the primary drivers of the conflict. Other 

reasons for Khrushchev pushing the issue include the nuclearization of West Germany, 

Khrushchev’s domestic and international communist bloc standing, pressures within the 

Kremlin and from East Germany, and (according to the Soviets) Soviet efforts to ward 

off Western destabilization efforts.  
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Analysis 

 
Identity and Heuristic National Images 
 
 Khrushchev made repeated appeals during the crisis to what he saw as the 

accurate Soviet identity and reacted strongly to American suspicions about his intentions. 

He clearly felt that the Soviet Union was a powerful, wealthy, and trustworthy state 

which had earned a seat at the table beside the U.S. to solve major global problems.33 

Fearing (correctly) that the U.S. did not share this benevolent view of Soviet power, 

Khrushchev tried throughout the crisis to convince Kennedy that the Soviet Union could 

be trusted. For example, from the October 29th, 1961 correspondence, Khrushchev 

writes:  

The representatives of the United States sometimes declare that the American side 
is not advancing its concrete proposals on the German question because the Soviet 
Union allegedly is not striving for agreed solutions and wants to do everything by 
itself regardless of what other states may say. It is hard for me to judge how far 
such ideas really tell on the actions of the United States Government, but they are 
based on a profoundly mistaken assessment of the position of the Soviet Union 
[emphasis added] 

 
Khrushchev is trying in earnest here to combat what he feels is an unfair 

characterization of the Soviet side. This quote is indicative of a huge set of similar 

statements made by Khrushchev throughout the crisis as he attempts to understand and 

shift American beliefs. This also demonstrates Khrushchev looking for indices of 

American intentions in the bargaining position taken by various American 

representatives. He extends this search for indices in the crisis, turning often to western 

                                                   
33 Each of these would be well demonstrated by the October 29, 1961 letter from 
Khrushchev to Kennedy for example. The many documents on the Berlin Crisis that 
follow can be found in the State Department’s historical files here: 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v14 
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news media to understand U.S. intentions.34 Khrushchev writes on November 9th, 1961 

for example: 

A certain apprehension is caused by an obvious dissonance between realistic 
notes which we hear while talking with American statesmen on questions of 
Germany, and conservative, extremely negative comments on these talks, which 
are published on the pages of influential newspapers in the United States. 
 
This persistent theme of uncertain beliefs that emerges from these letters shows 

how important it is to these leaders to clarify the features of the other state’s evolving 

national heuristic image of them (and to counter negative images where possible).  

 Though a full sketch of the Soviet heuristic national image of the U.S. is beyond 

the available data, the Soviet psychological profile of Kennedy sent by the Soviet 

embassy in the U.S. to Khrushchev in 1960 has been translated into English and 

declassified. It describes Kennedy as a typical pragmatist without many especially strong 

ideological convictions. Though it notes strong opposition to some Soviet policies, a 

preference for increased military spending, and a recurring theme on restoring American 

power to increase the U.S. bargaining position, the tenor of the Soviet analysis views 

Kennedy as someone who can be reasoned with. The profile takes particular care to note 

where Kennedy has disagreed with the previous administration in favor of something 

closer to the Soviet line.35 For our purposes the most important component, mentioned 

several times, is Kennedy’s preference to build up power so he can “negotiate from a 

position of strength”- something found in the internal U.S. documents as well.  

                                                   
34 Khrushchev habitually read western media sources for an indication of how the 
U.S.S.R. was perceived by foreign publics. Here, it is likely that he is trying to gauge 
whether the negotiators have the political support to actually follow through with what 
they discuss privately. If western negotiators were out of synch with their publics, 
Khrushchev might conclude that he is simply being strung along by meaningless 
negotiations.  
35 This document can be found in the Wilson Center materials here: 
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/CWIHP_Bulletin_4.pdf Pages (64-47) 
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 Kennedy for his part, suspected that the Soviet Chairman wasn’t willing to put 

forth an offer that the Americans would accept.36 The larger American national heuristic 

image of the Soviets at the time contended that the Soviets were calculating, respect only 

force, and were mostly unwilling to compromise.37 Of course given the comparatively 

centralized power of the autocratic U.S.S.R., the U.S.’ heuristic image of Khrushchev 

himself is probably more important. The CIA psychological profile on Khrushchev that 

was part of Kennedy’s Vienna Summit brief describes Khrushchev’s: garrulous and 

extemporaneous style, his political savvy and shrewd mind, reasonably doctrinal but 

pragmatic outlook focused primarily on national progress, vanity rooted in feelings of 

inadequacy (which also manifests in a tempestuous relationship with artists and the 

intelligentsia), blunt populist charisma manifesting especially in a tendency to bully and 

bluster, deep concern with agricultural policy, and most notably for our purposes, his 

talent for putting people on the defensive with skilled acting and dramatic displays of 

outrage.38  

                                                   
36 Kennedy uses the argument that Khrushchev expects to “trade an apple for an orchard” 
and insists that the Americans are “buying the same horse twice” if they agree to 
Khrushchev’s terms- where they get only status quo benefits in return for real 
concessions (October 16, 1961 letter from Kennedy to Khrushchev) 
37 The CIA’s current intelligence weekly review from November 17th, 1961 for example, 
has a section on the response by Soviet participants in a public lecture in Moscow who 
doubted America’s resolve and discussed the effectiveness of military force to leverage 
American compliance- as evidenced by America making some concessions once Soviet 
tanks began maneuvers in August. The tone of these and other official U.S. intelligence 
pieces implies that the Soviets are extraordinarily willing to use force as a leveraging 
tactic. The same briefing later writes: 

As part of their effort to create an impression of reasonableness on Berlin, Soviet 
leaders since the congress have used a wide variety of maneuvers to convey an 
impression of flexibility in any negotiations. The substance of the Soviet position, 
however, remains unchanged from the presentation made by Foreign Minister 
Gromyko in his talks in the United States. [emphasis mine] 

Likewise, in the above-mentioned October 6, 1961 meeting with Minister Gromyko, 
Kennedy expressed skepticism that the Soviets were willing to make real concessions, 
saying that accepting the Soviet proposals would be “not a compromise, but a retreat.”  
38 This report can be found 
here:http://www.slate.com/content/dam/slate/blogs/the_vault/2014/02/21/NKS.pdf  
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 Given this understanding of Khrushchev, we can see how his typical brand of 

showy displays of aggression and earnest appeals for peace would make the Americans 

suspicious that he was trying to maneuver them into an undesirable position. These 

various components of the U.S. heuristic national image for the Soviet Union interact 

with indices of Soviet intentions to condition the American response to their narratives. 

Before addressing Khrushchev’s two key narratives though, which I call the “domestic-

reforms” and the “German-threat” narratives, it is worth looking at a more typical 

example that was completely rejected by his American interlocutors.  

  
Narratives in Action 
 

In one of his attempts to convince Kennedy that he was serious about not wanting 

to fight despite his often aggressive rhetoric, Khrushchev offered this narrative: 

The statesmen of many countries are presently displaying great concern for the 
destinies of peace… These feelings are dear to me and I understand them because, 
like many Soviet people, I spent the war years at the front and lived  through all 
the horrors of war. I am against war. The Soviet Government is against war. The 
peoples of the Soviet Union are against war. I say this to you because I believe 
that you—a direct participant in the battles of the last war—take the same 
position. 39  
   

 Here Khrushchev unconvincingly appeals to his experience in WWII to persuade 

Kennedy that he is against future conflict. The message, that both men are more 

interested in negotiations than in fighting, is in fact accurate, but the opposition to war is 

made unconditional and so the narrative is implausible (even when we don’t consider the 

conflicting evidence or incompatibility with America’s image of the USSR). That is, 

Khrushchev simply said he was against war, not that it was a poor choice given other 

options, or that it was a last resort. If Kennedy actually believed this narrative, he would 

be startled by Khrushchev’s often incredibly hostile behavior. In fact, this narrative never 

makes it into the discussion of top-level U.S. foreign  policy leaders, probably because it 

was dismissed as a rhetorical flourish not intended to be persuasive. It is important to 

                                                   
39 Khrushchev letter to Kennedy September 29, 1961 
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note with this example that not every narrative is well thought out or intended to be 

incredibly persuasive. Throughout the duration of the crisis, Khrushchev occasionally 

makes statements like this that have a narrative form but are unlikely to be serious 

attempts at persuasion. I focus the bulk of my analysis on two that seem more persuasive 

in their intention.  

 
The “Domestic-Reforms” Narrative 
 

Khrushchev makes a more serious attempt in his September 29th letter by 

appealing to the other interests the Soviets have: 

Acquaint yourself with the Program of our Party which determines our economic 
development for twenty years to come. This is indeed a grand and thrilling 
Program.  What need have we of war? What need have we of acquisitions? And 
yet it is said that we want to seize West Berlin! It is ridiculous even to think of 
that. What would that give us? What would that change in the ratio of forces in 
the world arena? It gives nothing to anyone.40 
 

Discussing the same Program, Khrushchev says in his November 9th letter:  
 

However joyful it was to work out concrete plans for building communism in our 
country we could not but think of today since it is vitally important for us that 
these plans are carried out in the conditions of peace. 

 
This narrative fits the collected indices and American heuristic image better and 

so is more compelling. Khrushchev acknowledges that the Soviets could have military 

interests, but argues that they have much better options for advancement (domestic 

reforms) and discusses the limited tactical utility of acquiring West Berlin. Khrushchev 

argues that a conflict would do nothing to shift the long-run balance of power, and 

coupled with the domestic reforms that he has planned, Kennedy should think that 

Khrushchev has nothing to gain from conflict and much to lose. Although Kennedy ends 

up seeming to mostly accept this narrative, in part perhaps because it is consistent with 

the U.S. image of Khrushchev as a dedicated reformer, there is mixed support from 

                                                   
40 Khrushchev letter to Kennedy September 29, 1961 
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indices of Soviet intentions (this is a case of high heuristic consistency with middling/low 

index consistency, which predicts moderate narrative acceptance).  

 The logic of this narrative implies particular observable implications. If it is true, 

the U.S. might observe the U.S.S.R. making domestic speeches about their reforms and 

gearing up to accomplish them. The tone of public speeches on foreign policy should not 

be militant, and the U.S. should not observe the U.S.S.R manufacturing public interest in 

foreign affairs through propaganda or politicized gestures. In the medium-long term, 

economic analysis should show more recourses flowing toward the civilian sector and 

away from the military. Military force posture should be defensive and the military 

should avoid actions that might provoke an unwanted conflict.  

 In the weeks prior to this narrative being first offered, U.S. intelligence gathered 

various indices of Soviet intentions that set the stage for their interpretation of this 

narrative’s claims. The CIA’s current intelligence weekly review from September 14 

describes a private meeting between Khrushchev and the West German Ambassador 

Kroll where Khrushchev tells the ambassador he has ordered the Soviet military to take 

every precaution to avoid incidents and promised to use more moderate rhetoric in his 

coming speeches. While Khrushchev probably did not intend for this to be a signal to the 

Americans, they did observe it and it presumably influenced their beliefs about Soviet 

intentions. However, later in the same briefing, the CIA calls attention to various Soviet 

military actions that seem to counter this message. There was reason to believe that 

various Soviet Bloc members were retaining conscripts and calling up a limited number 

of reservists. Coupled with additional weapons testing, this presents a pretty mixed 

collection of military indices.  

 The week after Khrushchev’s September 29th letter, the CIA’s current 

intelligence weekly review from October 5th points to signs that the Soviets expect the 

next several weeks to be a decisive moment in the Berlin negotiations with various 

indices indicating that the Soviet people and leadership expect positive results from 

upcoming negotiations. These indices support the position that the Soviets are genuinely 

more interested in diplomacy than forcing the issue militarily, and in that sense support 
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the narrative, but the central causal mechanism of the domestic opportunity costs is 

absent.  

 Around this time however, the State Department was working on analyzing the 

Party Program that Khrushchev referred to, with a memo finally sent to the heads of all 

diplomatic posts on November 8th. This analysis stressed the role this Party Congress had 

in solidifying Khrushchev’s authority as well as discussing the evolving foreign policy 

picture. The State Department evidently believed that the West’s firmness on Berlin and 

the NATO military buildup were responsible for the Soviet moderation in tone. They 

again confirmed part of the story Khrushchev was telling, that the Soviets clearly wanted 

to avoid conflict and sought a diplomatic solution to the Berlin crisis. However, like the 

CIA report, the State Department’s analysis did not do much to support Khrushchev’s 

domestic-program narrative. In fact, the State Department believed that the Party 

Program was so uninspiring to other party elites that it was eclipsed by other events at the 

22nd Congress. Khrushchev was still clearly interested in these programs, but the case for 

strong opportunity costs would be more compelling if there was more excitement and 

consensus from the party elites.  

 Though there isn’t much specific evidence that the domestic-reforms narrative 

was supported, the CIA’s current intelligence weekly review from November 17th 

discusses the Soviet efforts to use other elements of the Party Congress as a signal of 

their pacific intent: 

 
Soviet officials have been seeking to persuade Western representatives that 
developments at the party congress should be interpreted as a favorable sign for 
Western interests, particularly in regard to Berlin. Yuriy Zhukov, the chairman of 
the State Committee for Foreign Cultural Relations, who often claims to have 
Khrushchev's confidence in matters of foreign affairs, told Ambassador 
Thompson that he hoped President Kennedy was aware of the significance of the 
party congress as a victory for Khrushchev's policy of peaceful co-existence. 
Earlier, on 25 October, a Soviet Foreign Ministry official claimed that the “anti-
party group” had opposed efforts to improve Soviet-American relations and 
implied that the renewed attacks on the group should therefore be regarded by the 
West as an encouraging development. 
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This analysis appears to support the idea that the party as a whole is pushing for peace, 

though again, not because they are incredibly excited about domestic reforms. Moreover, 

this CIA review begins by saying that these repeated Soviet efforts at persuasion are 

merely attempting to mask the fact that the Soviets have not offered a real change in their 

Berlin position.  

 In short, various CIA and State Department writings recognize that the Soviets are 

trying to persuade the U.S. that peace is possible, and also conclude that the Soviets 

apparently have a sincere desire to negotiate, but they find little evidence that would 

specifically reinforce the logic of Khrushchev’s narrative. Whether because Kennedy 

intuitively accepts the narrative’s logic, or because, like other American foreign policy 

elites, he simply has other reasons to believe the Soviets are sincere, he writes back to 

Khrushchev on December 2nd:  

 
The program of development which you outlined at your 22nd Party Congress, 
which was fully described in our press, must necessarily be carried out, as you 
state in your letter, under conditions of peace. The same is true of the programs I 
am seeking from the American Congress—to improve our people’s health, 
education, housing, recreation and welfare, for example, as well as general 
employment opportunities and economic growth. 
 

 Kennedy’s acceptance of the narrative might seem puzzling since there is limited 

evidence of Soviet masses pushing for domestic reforms, but the answer probably lies in 

the U.S. evaluation of Khrushchev as a part of the broader American heuristic image of 

the U.S.S.R.’s leadership-structure. If the Soviet decision-making process is mostly top-

down and Khrushchev’s rule is increasingly secure,41 than the more important index of 

intent is not evidence of masses clamoring for these policies, it’s anything that would 

support the belief that Khrushchev really wants change. Khrushchev’s decision to 

strongly criticize parts of the Stalinist regime and provide more information on party 

corruption to the Soviet people serves as an index of his intention to reorient Soviet 

                                                   
41 Both elements supported by the State Department communication to all Diplomatic 
posts about the implications of the 22nd Party Congress, a very useful description of 
American beliefs about the Soviet Union 
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policy. Likewise, unilateral troop reductions in the late 1950’s and the very act of 

communicating so extensively with Kennedy (against tradition) is a strong index of his 

intent to insure peaceful relations. Kennedy seemed to trust Khrushchev for the most part 

until the Cuban Missile Crisis, and Khrushchev’s obsession with agricultural production 

and industrial yield was no secret (being present in the psychological profile mentioned 

earlier for one), so we may suppose with confidence that Kennedy sincerely believed 

Khrushchev wanted to focus on these domestic reforms. This line of reasoning suggests 

that mixed evidence from indices was offset by narrative consistency with the American 

heuristic image of the Soviets, and of Khrushchev in particular.  

 One remaining puzzle is why Kennedy would accept the pacific nature of this 

narrative despite the often aggressive tone Khrushchev adopted, especially earlier in the 

crisis when he was attempting to signal his willingness to fight. I argue that because the 

“domestic-reforms” narrative was consistent with other narratives and indices of peaceful 

intent too, the U.S. foreign policy establishment came to think of Khrushchev’s earlier 

aggression as a miscalculated bluff. The State Department and CIA conclude that the 

Soviets wish for peace despite their sometimes mixed signals, but they make this 

conclusion with a different take on the history of events that brought about this crisis. 

Jumping back now a couple months, to within a few day’s of Khrushchev’s letter, special 

assistant Bohlen writes to Secretary of State Rusk on October 3rd: 

 
It is at least a tenable thesis that Khrushchev's purpose in accentuating the crisis 
over Berlin and Germany was based in part, at least, on his belief that only 
through some shock treatment would the Western Powers be brought to consider 
seriously the problems of Germany and Berlin. It was, in all probability, never his 
intention that this shock treatment would lead to such acceleration of tension that 
war was a distinct possibility. There is considerable evidence to indicate that 
Khrushchev made a major misjudgment, particularly in regard to the reaction of 
the United States, and, to a somewhat lesser extent, of the European reaction to 
his shock treatment. He was undoubtedly surprised and angered by the actions of 
the United States, as expressed in the President's July twenty-fifth speech. 
After a series of militant and belligerent utterances which followed the President's 
speech in early August, it seems very likely that the Soviet Government came to 
realize that continuance on the same path was extremely dangerous and might 
well lead to general war. Accordingly, since the end of August there has been a 
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noticeable softening of the Soviet line and a number of indications of a desire to 
find some acceptable, peaceful solution of the problem. 

  
 This take on the Berlin Crisis is probably closest to the truth. Moreover, this take 

seems to be the one that the State Department especially, but eventually the American 

foreign policy establishment as a whole, adopted for the remainder of the crisis. This 

domestic-reforms narrative was mostly consistent with American heuristics about the 

Soviets/Khrushchev and was supported by enough indices that it could not be 

disproved.42 Likewise, this narrative integrated well with a larger web of indices and 

signals of clear Soviet attempts to prevent conflict-escalation in the fall of 1961 (this 

narrative and others not being mutually exclusive), so Kennedy’s weak acceptance in this 

context makes good sense. 

 
The “German-threat” Narrative 
 
 The second of Khrushchev’s repeated narratives contends that the FRG is a real 

threat to Soviet security and that only a settlement on Berlin will guarantee their safety. 

An especially clear demonstration of this narrative is provided in Khrushchev's letter to 

Kennedy on December 13, 1961: 

 
You can further ask: what is of particular importance for us in the German 
question regarding the ensurance [sic] of the national security of the Soviet 
Union? I shall answer  in all frankness: our main goal is to exclude a possibility 
for an outbreak of war in Germany or because of Germany. You maintain that the 
FRG does not constitute a threat to peace or security of the Soviet Union or other 
socialist countries. We cannot agree with that because we do not have the right to 
ignore the hard lessons of the past. To you, Mr. President, our warnings of the 
revival of German militarism and revanchism look like propaganda. To the 
peoples of the USSR, Poland, Czechoslovakia and other European countries 
German militarism continues to be a real threat, and they must always have this in 
mind if they do not want the events to take them by surprise again.  

 
 Behind every demand of ours to secure lasting peace in Europe and 
prevent new German aggression—and this is exactly the reason we want to 

                                                   
42 The agricultural problems of the Soviet Union were brought up on more than one 
occasion by the American ambassador to the Soviet Union for example.  
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liquidate the vestiges of World War II and to conclude a German peace treaty—
are millions of lives of perished Soviet people. We will do everything to have a 
peace treaty concluded and we cannot act otherwise. Such is our duty before 
mankind and our right. 

 
 Here Khrushchev tries to explain to Kennedy why the Soviets think of Germany 

and Berlin as a question engaging their vital interests (in effect, to convince Kennedy that 

Soviet resolve is higher than expected). Khrushchev posits later in his letter that America 

does not share this same assessment only because it is far removed from the continent 

and because it did not feel the full burden of German aggression. Throughout the crisis 

Khrushchev refers to this supposed fear of Germany again and again and again.43 

 Kennedy in turn, acknowledges that Khrushchev believes this, but repeatedly 

argues that it is based on poor logic. In his October 16th letter, responding to an earlier 

iteration of the narrative, Kennedy writes:  

 
It is not the remains of World War II but the threat of World War III that preoccupies 
us all. Of course, it is not “normal” for a nation to be divided by two different armies 
of occupation this long after the war; but the fact is that the area has been peaceful—it 
is not in itself the source of the present tension—and it could not be rendered more 
peaceful by your signing a peace treaty with the East Germans alone. 
On the contrary, there is very grave danger that it might be rendered less peaceful, if 
such a treaty should convince the German people that their long-cherished hopes for 
unification were frustrated, and a spirit of nationalism and tension should sweep over 
all parts of the country. From my knowledge of West Germany today, I can assure 
you that this danger is far more realistic than the alleged existence there of any 
substantial number of Hitlerites or “revanchists.” The real danger would arise from 
the kind of resentment I have described above; and I do not think that either of us, 
mindful of the lessons of history, is anxious to see this happen 

 
 By the time of his December 2nd letter, Kennedy had decided that this narrative 

was so divorced from reality that he would no longer discuss it, explicitly stating that he 

would not write any more in refutation of Khrushchev’s irrational fears. Instead, he takes 

a very strong stance on Berlin rights, offering three essential positions that look like (and 

                                                   
43 Mentioned at least once in Khrushchev’s letters from September 29, November 9, and 
December 13 
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were interpreted by Khrushchev to be) ultimatums. Khrushchev complains about this 

strong stance in his next letter,44 but nothing ever comes of it and the issue quietly fades 

away as disarmament negotiations come to the fore.  

 While Kennedy clearly came to believe this narrative to be a pretext designed to 

justify a change in the status quo, the Americans did try to determine how serious the 

Soviets were about their intention to change the status of Berlin. Earlier in the crisis, the 

more hawkish in the Kennedy administration had a different explanation of Khrushchev’s 

actions.  

 In his widely-discussed report of June 28th Dean Acheson argues that the Soviet’s 

intentions are to eventually absorb West Berlin into the GDR, and in doing so, destabilize 

NATO and damage American prestige. Acheson cites Ambassador Thompson’s June 

19th memo as evidence of these claims, and much of the foreign policy makers’ 

discussion in the next few weeks takes seemed preoccupied with these concerns. This 

argument that the Soviets are interested in probing western unity for weakness was 

repeated at various points during the crisis especially from the military.45 Secretary of 

State Rusk agreed somewhat with Acheson’s view in a paper prepared July 17th, but 

added that those concerns were mostly secondary. He writes: 

 
While precise Soviet objectives within any specific time period must be 
somewhat speculative, the resumption of Soviet pressures against the status quo in 
Germany and  Berlin appear to be aimed at: 
A. The actual and formal consolidation of the Communist position in Eastern 
Europe and East Germany: Khrushchev has reason to be anxious about his 
situation in East Germany and the longer run prospect in such countries as Poland. 

 B. A permanent freezing of the division of Germany. 
C. Political steps to meet what might be a growing Russian concern about the 
revival and rearming of the Federal Republic of Germany. 
D. A significant dilution of the Western position in West Berlin, looking toward 
its absorption into a Communist East Germany [emphasis added] 

 

                                                   
44 Khrushchev letter to Kennedy December 13, 1961 
45 Lucius Clay, Kennedy’s special advisor in Berlin, provides one especially clear 
example of this in his telegram to Secretary of State Rusk on November 13th:  
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 This inclusion is noteworthy as it demonstrates that U.S. officials had keyed into 

these concerns early on in the crisis. In fact, besides Khrushchev, the Americans were 

hearing this narrative from a variety of sources during the crisis. Assistant Secretary Nitz 

for example, describes his July 15th discussion with Ambassador Menshikov: 

 
The Ambassador said the reason they thought a peace treaty now was essential 
because things were going on in Germany which must be stopped. There was a 
revanchist group in Germany which was arming Germany and seeking 
thermonuclear weapons. I said that the Germans were by and large interested in 
their tremendous economic prosperity, and that there was little drive to build up 
military strength in Germany. It was Soviet recurrent threats to Berlin which was 
forcing German rearmament. If they signed a peace treaty, this would push the 
NATO alliance closer together and would have the effect of increasing the pace of 
German armament. They would be forcing the U.S. and Germany closer together 
and, not only the U.S. and Germany, but also all other NATO allies. 

 
This serves to demonstrate both the Soviet persistence with this narrative, and the 

standard American response. Secretary Nitze, like Kennedy in the Pal Correspondence 

later, refutes the Soviet claims point by point. Even Acheson, who had concluded that the 

Soviets were after a much more aggressive objective, acknowledged the Soviet narrative, 

though he dismissed it as a propaganda ploy that should be countered by turning the 

peace-seeking argument on its head (as Nitze and Kennedy in fact did).46 

 This tactic of acknowledging Soviet fears while refuting their basis in reality 

came to be the standard American response to this narrative during the crisis. The 

narrative was repeated by so many Soviet officials and so often that it could not be 

ignored, though its interpretation was not as straightforward as the Soviets had hoped. 

While some unknown U.S. heuristic components may have supported this narrative (it 

does, after all, appeal to a pretty plausible fear given the extreme losses the Soviets took 

in WWII), no high-level U.S. discussion of Soviet nature explicitly backs this 

interpretation. Moreover, though it isn’t specifically rejected by any component of the 

U.S. heuristic national image of the Soviets either, it is challenged by elements like 

Khrushchev’s willingness to bluster and the believed penchant the Soviets had for 

                                                   
46 Report by Dean Acheson June 28th 1961 
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calculating manipulation. As for indices, though the repeated issuance of the narrative 

counts for something, it would be difficult to determine exactly what would support the 

German-threat narrative by itself while disproving other possible explanations.  

 As a good illustration of this problem, Ambassador Thompson writes in his 

November 27th letter to Secretary of State Rusk: 

Although he [Khrushchev] does not touch on it in his last letter, the Soviets seem 
convinced that West Germany will obtain atomic arms and doubtless wish to batten 
down the hatches before this happens. Along the same line, there are doubtless many 
Soviets who think that “certain circles” in the United States are bent upon the breakup 
of the communist empire even at the risk of war. 

 
Thompson seems to believe here that this narrative is earnestly believed by the 

Soviets, but in the same letter he also considers many other possible motives for 

Khrushchev’s actions. These include Khrushchev’s domestic and international political 

standing as well as the thesis that he is trying to encourage divisions in the Western 

camp. 

 The CIA and State Department collected various indices during the crisis to try to 

understand Khrushchev’s motives, but many of these have multiple interpretations as 

well. The CIA writes in its November 17th current intelligence weekly review: 

“Khrushchev had told Belgian Foreign Minister Spaak last September that Berlin is “not 

too important.”’ This CIA review and others repeatedly paraphrase Khrushchev’s 

discussions about Berlin with other dignitaries. The take-away from many of these 

instances seems to be that Khrushchev revises his negotiating stance on Berlin over time 

to help facilitate an agreement on the larger German question, though notably, the State 

Department interpretation of this flexibility is that it is designed to probe for 

disagreements in the Western alliance.  

 The Soviet position was backed by military signals too. The September 14th CIA 

review states for example: “Moscow has continued to reinforce its diplomatic position by 

announcements of military measures designed to impress world opinion with Soviet 

resoluteness over Berlin.” Khrushchev further seemed to be linking the German question 

not only to Berlin access rights, but also larger European security and disarmament 



 

 35 

negotiations.47 This issue-linkage was done to increase the leverage he could bring to 

bear on resolving the German question, which serves as a pretty good index of the 

seriousness with which he approached finding a resolution. These diplomatic, military, 

and political indices collectively paint a picture of a Soviet leader trying very hard to 

impress upon the Americans how important this issue is to him while also presenting a 

flexible negotiating stance, but they don’t do much to specifically reinforce the fear-

narrative. 

 Of course, another part of the problem was that even if the Americans believed 

the Soviets were genuinely worried about the German threat, the implication that the 

Soviets wouldn’t back down on Berlin was still questionable. Special Assistant Bohlen’s 

memo to Secretary of State Rusk on October 3rd for example, includes this section: 

 
In fact, my reading of the shift in Soviet position, backed up by the Intelligence 
conclusions on Soviet capability, reveals a large area of bluff in the public Soviet 
stand on Germany and Berlin, and that while if pressed too hard they might go 
through with their announced intentions, there is still a very large area of Soviet 
give which must be fully exploited. 

 
This is important. Ultimately this narrative is just a proxy for how seriously the 

Americans should take Khrushchev’s claims about his resolve, but that determination is 

based on other factors like capabilities too. The Americans cite the Soviet fears too often 

to be completely dismissive of them, so in all likelihood, they understood that this 

narrative was a genuine reflection of Soviet beliefs. However, because nothing specific in 

the heuristic national image supported the narrative and because the indices collected 

could support several rival interpretations, the Americans refused to credit this narrative 

as indicative of especially firm resolve. The Soviets could very well fear the FRG, but 

that doesn’t mean they fear them enough to fight over the access to Berlin. That being 

said, perhaps as a testament to the persuasiveness of this genuine set of beliefs, it is worth 

noting that in future negotiations NATO took efforts to draw the FRG in, deny them 
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nuclear weapons, and in other ways reassure the Soviets that there was no rogue German 

threat on the horizon. 

 
Kennedy’s “International Reputation” Narrative 
 
 This narrative is offered during Kennedy’s July 25th speech and the position it 

takes is more-or-less maintained by Kennedy thereafter. Though without access to the 

Soviet foreign policy documents our conclusions will necessarily be somewhat 

preliminary, we can eliminate some rival hypotheses with careful examination. 

Kennedy’s July 25 speech was particularly important because it marked a general shift in 

Soviet tone from very belligerent to more conciliatory. This division isn’t perfect, much 

of the crisis unfolded after this speech, but it appears in retrospect to have been the 

moment Kennedy convinced Khrushchev that a purely threat-based strategy would not 

lead to a Berlin settlement.  

 In the run-up to Kennedy’s speech, the ideas in Acheson’s June 28th report were 

being discussed by the American foreign policy establishment, and it’s key point- that the 

Soviet challenge was a threat to U.S. credibility that had to be refuted- seemed to have 

taken hold. Acheson claimed that in order to deter the Soviet Union, the U.S. had to 

prepare to actually fight, no bluff would be persuasive- or in his words “To convince the 

Soviets that we are in earnest about defending Berlin, we must be in earnest about it.” 

During the speech, Kennedy announced a series of military spending and force-level 

increases designed to counter Soviet ambitions as well as asking congress for billions of 

dollars to pay for it, and behind the scenes, the U.S. foreign policy establishment was 

working feverishly to develop war plans and clarify response options. The U.S. was 

preparing for the eventuality that Khrushchev would carry out his ultimatum and make a 

separate treaty with the GDR.  

 These measures have the appearance of several major theories about signaling. It 

could be audience costs as Kennedy makes a very public announcement about his 

intention to defend Berlin. It could be sunk costs as he announces billions of dollars of 

increased defense spending. It could simply be the power of indices, as these military and 
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economic realities are observed by the U.S.S.R., or the related actual shift in military 

capabilities (rather than perceived intentions) driving Soviet responses. I contend 

however, that the most likely causal story behind the Soviet shift in beliefs is related to 

the narrative Kennedy uses and how it interfaces with indices of American intentions and 

the Soviet image of the U.S. 

 In his speech, Kennedy puts forth this narrative: 

 
For the fulfillment of our pledge to that city is essential to the morale and security 
of Western Germany, to the unity of Western Europe, and to the faith of the entire 
Free World. Soviet strategy has long been aimed, not merely at Berlin, but at 
dividing and neutralizing all of Europe, forcing us back on our own shores. We 
must meet our oft-stated pledge to the free peoples of West Berlin--and maintain 
our rights and their safety,  even in the face of force--in order to maintain the 
confidence of other free peoples in our  word and our resolve. The strength 
of the alliance on which our security depends is dependent in turn on our 
willingness to meet our commitments to them. [emphasis added] 

 
This articulates a narrative that explains America’s strong reaction as being about 

more than the 2.5 million inhabitants of West Berlin. It is about maintaining the alliances 

that are central to U.S. security by demonstrating how willing the U.S. is to fulfill its 

commitments. This conforms to the likely Soviet image of the U.S. as critically interested 

in maintaining the allied support that was the bulwark of its security policy in the Cold 

War. Additionally, the Soviet psychological profile of Kennedy repeatedly mentions his 

desire to bargain from a position of strength and his willingness to support substantial 

defense spending, both consistent with this position. Likewise, the military indices 

Kennedy highlights can be used to support this explicitly, as would any covert 

information about U.S. planning (because the U.S. really did make contingency plans to 

fight over Berlin if necessary, and this really was the reason articulated by its policy 

makers behind closed doors). Taken together, this presents a compelling case for the 

power of this narrative, but without more data from the Soviet side, we may never be 

sure. We can however, try to examine this speech from the framework of several rival 

theories of signaling.  
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 Audience costs is by far the most commonly cited signaling theory. It could be 

argued that Kennedy put forth his position clearly and publicly enough that the American 

public would hold him to his militant stance on Berlin, forcing his hand if the Soviets 

signed a separate treaty with the GDR. This would suppose that the issue was important 

enough to the American public to completely dominate their other feelings about 

Kennedy (and that Khrushchev would know that), as well as supposing that Kennedy 

would react to this pressure by going to war rather than lose office. The first premise is 

contestable, given that Kennedy’s reputation survived the Bay of Pigs debacle only a few 

months before the crisis, something the assumptions of this theory would have to suppose 

would derail his presidency. Even if Berlin was different though, Khrushchev would 

likely have tried to give Kennedy a face-saving way out of his promise, just as the 

Kennedy administration labored over how to do exactly that for Khrushchev’s ultimatum. 

However, assuming that the public would hold Kennedy to his declaration to push back 

Soviet aggression in Berlin, arguing that he would rather start a war that could kill 

millions than lose his office is surprisingly cynical. More to the point, it is backed by 

nothing within the Soviet psychological profile of Kennedy. Kennedy was undoubtedly 

preparing for the conflict, but none of the American records support this claim that it was 

driven by domestic political considerations instead of an earnest concern about 

international security.  

 Audience cost scholars could next posit that it was an international, rather than 

domestic audience that was being appealed to. This argument would present Kennedy’s 

focus on international security as a way of binding hands instead of as a powerful 

narrative reflecting genuine policy considerations. This formulation of audience costs 

gets past the remarkable cynicism of the former by supposing the costs are incurred by 

the nation, in the same way that the narrative itself operates. This sounds more persuasive 

but it is out of touch with American expectations of their allies, as this excerpt from the 

Acheson paper demonstrates: 

 
The British have only agreed to present contingency planning under great duress; 
in an emergency, they would almost certainly propose that the East Germans be 
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allowed to perform the functions which the Soviets now discharge. There would 
probably be considerable European press and popular support for the British 
position; there would be a disinclination for seeming to make paper stamping a 
casus belli, no matter how much we explained the underlying issue. 
The alliance would thus be divided over an essentially procedural question, at the 
very time when maximum allied unity was needed as a basis for possible armed 
action in defense of Berlin…. There would also be grave difficulty in making our 
position plausible to the uncommitted countries. 

 
Note here that the Americans are not at all worried about being dragged into a 

conflict by European powers insistent that America back its pledge. On the contrary, 

American planners foresee great difficulty in making the European powers accept the 

threat that the U.S. legitimately believes the alliance to be under. They believe that 

NATO members must have confidence generally in America’s resolve if the alliance is to 

prosper, but they have no expectation that NATO countries would push them toward 

aggressive responses once a conflict seems imminent. 

 Turning now from audience costs to sunk costs, it might be argued that Kennedy’s 

expensive policy positions were just the kind of costly signal Khrushchev needed to 

reassess his beliefs about Kennedy. This argument falls flat because the “cost” of 

militarizing is not a cost at all. This military mobilization buys Kennedy the policy 

flexibility and ability to bargain from a position of strength that are so important to him. 

Moreover, this can only make him look more committed to international security, 

something he was adamant about in the 1960 election. If anything, these measures 

Kennedy puts forth are enhancing, not detracting from, his political capital. Moreover, 

remembering Acheson and other’s concerns about genuinely preparing for conflict rather 

than doing anything that would merely appear to be preparing, the Kennedy 

administration explicitly rejected the idea that they could signal willingness to fight 

without an actual willingness to fight. It is not the cost of preparing that they thought 

would be a signal, it is the actual preparations themselves.  

 This argument seems to support the indices-alone or shift in balance of power 

argument mentioned before. No doubt, these indices were important to Khrushchev’s 

determination, but the narrative mentioned is not epiphenomenal. Kennedy is trying to 
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signal his precise intentions to defend Berlin, and this is accomplished by the narrative in 

conjunction with the indices and heuristics. If Kennedy had merely increased military 

forces and spending without making a public announcement to put those actions in 

context, that may have made the Soviets believe that the Americans were preparing to 

attack them (or that they were preparing to counter other states in other regions). The 

indices needed a narrative packaging to explain why they were being issued if they were 

to be used as a persuasive signal of resolve in West Berlin. We could also just question 

why Kennedy even made a speech in the first place if the military indices alone would 

have been persuasive. While there is far from enough evidence here for a conclusive 

statement about the power of narratives in persuading Khrushchev, they do seem more 

persuasive than the various rival hypotheses.  
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Conclusion 
 
 Our brief look at these narratives should be enough to sketch out how the theory 

works in practice. In Khrushchev’s narratives, the indices were somewhat mixed, with 

one supportive heuristic image and one neutral or opposed. As we would expect from 

this, the narrative relying on Khrushchev’s obvious desire for expanded domestic 

programs was weakly accepted while the narrative about his fear of German revanchism 

was acknowledged, but refuted in its implications about strong Soviet resolve (because 

these conflicted with other heuristics and were backed by few if any independent 

indices). More generally, the theory’s basic hypotheses were supported by extensive 

evidence that leaders use narratives with each other, send and interpret indices, and 

operate with consistent heuristic national images.  

 My project has three major contributions. First, testing narrative acceptance will 

demonstrate that indices and heuristic national images are the means by which states 

assess each other’s stated intentions. Once it is demonstrated that the IV’s and DV are 

working in the hypothesized fashion, future studies can use narrative acceptance as an 

input into examinations of crisis and bargaining outcomes. More broadly, understanding 

when narratives are accepted will help policy makers tailor their deceptions (or truths) so 

as to be persuasive as well as helping scholars understand the progression/evolution of 

communications between rivals. Likewise, clarifying the phases of communication will 

help us theorize about the origin and possible resolution of various problems in signaling 

intentions.  

 Second, my theory demonstrates that costly signals and especially audience costs 

are themselves a type of narrative, which means assessing the importance of this 

predominant theory hinges on understanding how states assess such narratives. My 

project reveals the importance of some of the assumptions within the micro-foundations 

of audience costs, giving scholars guidance about the domain of its usefulness. Moreover, 

my project will give scholars a more general theory of signaling intentions which, 

coupled with psychology and practitioner literature on persuasion/deception, will give 

scholars a more well-rounded understanding of the subject.  
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 Third, this project will give IR scholars useful analytical tools that can be applied 

in various future projects. Narratives can be useful in studies of crisis signaling, 

bargaining during war, negotiations of many kinds, and even how states pursue or 

understand longer-term shifts in relations with rivals. Narratives also speak to the 

importance of ideas and rhetoric within IR, which makes them applicable in many 

interstate communications, even without an incentive to deceive. Likewise, the concept of 

heuristic national images interfaces well with older constructivist approaches and may 

help clarify additional theorizing about exactly how identity is important in IR. Similarly, 

the empirical reconstruction of these heuristic images through leader discourse and 

intelligence reports can provide a very useful starting point for more idiographic studies 

of America’s relations with particular states. Finally, reinvigorating Jervis’ concept of 

indices will help scholars of intentions better integrate their theories with the attentions of 

intelligence officials, a synthesis that will benefit both groups greatly.  
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