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Instructional Period 6003

Title: Perceptions and Bureaucratic Politics

Introduction: The focus of this lesson shifts from the international system and subsystem level to the unit, subunit, and individual levels of analysis. While one can describe events and interactions between state units without dissecting the processes through which events and actions evolve, it is difficult to answer the “why” questions underlying these actions without analyzing decision-making. Employing the context of the Cuban missile crisis, Graham Allison’s Essence of Decision proposes three conceptual models for understanding how foreign policy decisions are made. Model I perceives the state unit to be a rational actor who weighs the costs and benefits of alternatives and selects the option that best achieves the state’s objectives. Models II and III are focused on the subunit level. The organizational behavior framework (Model II) considers policy to be a product of such organizational processes as standard operating procedures and uncertainty avoidance. Model III, however, considers decisions to be determined largely by negotiation and issue manipulation among key actors along and between action channels. Thus, “where you stand is determined by where you sit.” The Polaris missile development is a successful application of the bureaucratic politics model.

As Model III recognizes, decision-makers’ perceptions of their environments matter. Because these perceptions differ among individuals, policy disagreements arise. Cognitive dissonance theory offers one explanation for incongruent perceptions. Because individuals want to minimize their internal conflict, they tend to explain away or overlook inconsistencies in information, especially once they reach a decision. Moreover, making a choice tends to produce a subsequent spreading apart of the alternatives, especially when the decision is difficult to make. Thus, although Woodrow Wilson’s decision to declare war against Germany came after a slow process, he was certain it was the only wise choice once he made it. Actors, like key leaders, also tend to “exaggerate the degree to which they play a central role in others’ policies.” The Ideology of the Offensive excerpt examines the influence of bias and perception on military strategy. Snyder argues that the selection of an offensive or defensive strategy results from the interaction of rational calculation, motivational biases, and organizational and cognitive need for doctrinal simplification. He outlines a framework that includes five criteria for determining the influence of bias in decision-making and four factors—ambiguity and plausibility, importance of values and interests, degree of threat, and dogmatism—for measuring bias. The lecture for this IP will address some major concepts in cognitive dissonance theory and apply them to policy decisions.

Robert Jervis contends that events experienced firsthand and early in one’s adult life greatly impact perceptual predispositions. Historical analogies reinforce existing beliefs and influence how one interprets information. The Thinking in Time excerpts cover steps 1, 2, and 5 of the mini-method approach, shown below, for using history to design policy.

· Focus on the present situation and ask what is known, unknown, and presumed.

· Identify past analogues; list similarities and differences from the present situation.

· Define your objective. To determine what new situation should replace the one at hand, use timelines, Goldberg’s rule (What’s the story?) or journalist’s questions.
· Array the options. This raises the question of feasibility.

· Test presumptions by weighing bets and odds or by asking Alexander’s question.

· Place this policy in its historical context. Articulate cultural stereotypes regarding people and organizations. Identify patterns, event timelines, and individual histories.

Lesson Objective: Apply Allison’s models and Neustadt and May’s mini-method framework to a recent foreign policy decision. PJELA: 1a, 1b, 1c, 2b, 3a.

Desired Learning Outcomes:

1. Evaluate the merits and shortcomings of each of Allison’s three models and use them to explain a recent foreign policy or weapons system acquisition decision.

2. Explain how the US Navy’s understanding of bureaucratic politics aided in the development of the Polaris missile system.

3. Relate aspects of Allison’s three models to Buzan and Little’s levels of analysis and sources of explanation (structure, process, and interaction capacity).

4. Evaluate why military organizations often prefer offensive doctrines and summarize how various military perceptions and biases tend to favor offensive strategies.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1. What levels of analysis and sources of explanation are emphasized in Model II? Which levels and sources form the primary focus of Model III (Bureaucratic Politics)?

2. When the United States enters a foreign policy crisis, does the impact of organizational routines and interests become less or more important? What about the role of individual beliefs? How do organizations respond to a crisis?

3. What aspects of Allison’s three models can you cite to explain such recent policy decisions as those to invade Iraq in 2003 or to build a national missile defense system? What role did historical analogies and perception/misperception play in these decisions?

4. How have weapons system programs, besides the Polaris missile, successfully or not so successfully employed the bureaucratic strategies outlined in the Sapolsky reading?

5. What are the most important factors in shaping how individuals view the world and in determining the policies they favor? Which is the more influential factor in determining someone’s policy preferences, their individual beliefs or the position they occupy?

6. Snyder contends that strategic choice is a balance of rational calculation, motivational biases, and doctrinal simplification. Which of these determinants plays a larger role in military innovation? What role does each play in combat operations?

7. What role do the “lessons of history” play in the national security decision-making process? From what type of events do people tend to derive their historical lessons? How could the mini-method framework be applied to the decision to invade Iraq in 2003?

Assigned Readings:

1. Allison, Graham and Philip Zelikow, “Conclusion,” Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis, Chapter 7, 1999, pp. 379–392, 404–407.

2. Sapolsky, Harvey M., “Promoting and Protecting the Program,” The Polaris System Development: Bureaucratic and Programmatic Success in Government, Chapter 2,1972, pp. 38–59.

3. Snyder, Jack, “Military Bias and Offensive Strategy,” The Ideology of the Offensive: Military Decision Making and the Disasters of 1914, Chapter 1, 1984, pp. 24–38, 218–219.

4. Neustadt, Richard E. and Ernest R. May, “Unreasoning from Analogies” and “Probing Presumptions,” Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision-Makers, Chapters 3 and 8,1986, pp. 38–46, 134–156, 300, 309–310. (Separate Issue)

Suggested Readings:

Allison, Graham and Philip Zelikow, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis, 2nd edition, 1999.

Jervis, Robert, Perception and Misperception in International Politics, 1976.

Neustadt, Richard E. and Ernest R. May, Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision-Makers, 1986.

Nye, Joseph S., Jr., Understanding International Conflicts: An Introduction to Theory and History, 4th edition, 2003.
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