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Fearon’s (1994) original model that introduced the notiériamdience costs” is both
less than what supporters of audience cost theory (ACTk thivdl more than what critics
imagine. Itis less because it does not specify the mechahaimvould generate escalating
audience costs but only studies their coercive effect asguthat they exist. It is also
less because it makes some assumptions that can be showrdistdréing — it ignores
private communication and other instruments of coerciadris &lso less because its most
popular conclusion — that democracies are “more credible€tises — actually comes from
unmodelled assumptions that connect regime type to thergdgan about audience costs,
and is thus doubly removed from having firm theoretical fatimhs.

The model, however, is also more than what critics allegabee it is not wedded to a
particular substantive interpretation of its parametarg] as such the fact that it assumes
escalating audience costs makes the conclusion aboutcthesicive effect independent of
the generating mechanisnif: such a mechanism can be found, then the conclusions au-
tomatically follow. It is more because it spurred reseaipiiovide such a mechanism
by connecting domestic politics to crisis behavior. It iscamore because it provided the
foundation for the study of reasons leaders might try todayaiblic commitments, opting
instead for vague threats, and attempt to finesse crisismgts. Even if all of these activi-
ties undermine the effectiveness of the audience costsanerh as a coercive device, the
fact that leaders try to avoid incurring such costs suggestsal concern that they might
(which is consistent with the theory), and furthermore ssfgthat the theory’s conclusions
might be valid in those cases when leaders are unable to thasd costs. This has sparked
research of the conditions that can prevent leaders froatyfreanipulating public opinion.

Trachtenberg (2012) makes many valid points but the artittimately fails as critique
of ACT for two reasons. Firsgll the issues he raises have been made before. The absence
of references to that work is surprising in an article whosal gs to engage seriously the
theory. Second, the historical evidence presented forghe&a claim — that opponents do
not perceive public statements as hand-tying — is slim at@mhafnpersuasive.

If one were to interpret this article as taking part in thedeling dialogugthen the cases
could provide a corrective to some of the assumptions of tiggnal theory. There is much
value in this kind of dialogue between theory and data, agd/atle specification of ACT
must take into account several of the issues Trachtenb@&iRjliscusses. If, however,
one were to interpret the article as a broad indictment oblsck who work on the “purely
abstract level” and who easily “get carried away with a patér idea” so that they “lose
sight of all the reasons the particular effect... might nmaird for as much in the real
world”, then its claims are unpersuasive. Critiquing thealty while ignoring its current
status goes contrary to tmodeling enterprisend does injustice to the original insight,



whose explicative and generative usefulness has beeresitaggnot just in the number of
references, but in the development of new ideas in the coptexided by that theory.

| first discuss the status of audience costs theory (ACT) betspecified originally and
as modified subsequently. This exercise is useful insoféradresses other critiques of
the theory as wefl. | then turn to some specific claims Trachtenberg makes amdisake
with their logic, their historical accuracy, and the assesst of the evidence.

1 What Does Audience Costs Theory Say?

Let me begin by agreeing with the critics. Four our purposles,original ACT can be
usefully summarized as follows:

If (i) backing down in a crisis makes an actor suffer costs intexdto those arising
from conceding the stakes, (ii) these costs increase asifie @scalates, (iii) these costs
can become so large that war becomes preferable to a comte@e) there is no other
mechanism for coercing the opponent, and (v) attemptingotwae the opponent does
not increase his costs of conceditiggnescalation can commit an actor to fighting, and
the resulting risk of war discourages bluffing, which makssa¢ation informative and
gives it a coercive role.

Setting aside requirements specific to the game-theoretdeh e.g., “common knowl-
edge of all parameters”, the concept of equilibrium, thégubut of “strongly optimistic
off-equilibrium-path inferences” (Fearon, 1994, 582—85 aome obvious other domain
limitations — e.g., a world with two actors and no future ratgion — we are left with a
list of at leastfive premises, all of which are assumed to be true, and all of winight
be necessary for the conclusions to hold. | say “might” ingtef “are” because additional
analysis is needed to ascertain the importance of thesenptisas, not to mention their
empirical scope. It is important to note that therencghingin the original theory that
connects the type of political system to crisis dynami€be original theory is silent on
whether democracies are more or less able to commit credilfing a crisis. This is what
Fearon (1994, 582) calls a “plausible working hypothesis.”

The first three assumptions constitute the core of ACT. Theycatical but without
microfoundations. Why would an actor suffer costs for escalating and backingnfo
Fearon (1994, 581) justified the assumption with an appeddmoestiqolitical opponents
who would punish such behavior because they “deploreitiatnationalloss of credibil-
ity, face, or honor.” Following this cue, most attempts ttamalize audience costs have
tended to conceptualize audience costs as punishmentadefriewho “fail to fulfill their
commitments” (e.g., by failing to carry out a threat). Befaxploring this approach, |
should note that it is not actually necessary to commit tdOhe can also conceptualize
audience costs as punishments of leaders who fail to purpoticy the audiences want,
with the preferences of the audiences molded in part by #eels who attempt to generate
support for their crisis stance by persuading the publichefriecessity of a firm course.

ITrachtenberg (2012, 46). See Myerson (1992) on the modelimiggue, Powell (1999, 24-9) on the
modeling enterprise, and Clarke and Primo (2007) on the Lieeoretical models.

2E.g., Snyder and Borghard (2011); Downes and Sechser (2012)

3Smith (1998); Schultz (1999); Slantchev (2006).



Thus, if during the crisis the public progressively becommese belligerent, the leader will
find it more difficult to back down: the political costs of dgiso would not arise because
he “said one thing but did another” but because of the pemehat he acted contrary to
public interest. As we shall see, this logic, which in forreims would have the equivalent
effect of the usual one even though it would have very differaicrofoundations, can be
seen in action in some of the cases Trachtenberg discusséslogic appears to be the
only one | am aware of that is capable of generating audieosts ¢hatescalatewith the
crisis.

The problem for ACT was to specify a mechanism such that @@jemces find it optimal
to punish leaders who back down, and (ii) leaders pursugegtes which result in such
punishments in equilibrium. This is not the place to rehashesof the assumptions that are
needed to get all ducks in a row. Suffice it to say, it is quitBadilt to get leaders, political
opponents, and audiences to generate audience costs vdyehetave strategically and
pursue their interests (Slantchev, 2006).

The link between regime type and audience costs might evdasisestraightforward:
Slantchev (2006) argues that both autocracies and denmegiiaave problems generating
audience costs — the former because the opposition is toflféa reveal problems with
the leader’s policies, and the latter because the opposgiainconstrained and can say
anything for electoral purposes. Whereas this puts intdotithe “working hypothesis”
about regime type, the study also points out that the existeha free and unbiased media
can be quite important in generating audience costs, mgueriiant even than the political
structures per sé. Potter and Baum (2010, 466) argue that by ignoring the rolthef
media, the original ACT has “limited empirical support” agd on to observe that there is
a trade-off between the leader’s ability to frame domestitipal debate and their capacity
to commit on international issues. Another strand in ACD&sdogenizes audience costs
but shows that it is quite possible for non-democracies tegge them: unpopular policies
can destabilize these regimes, and their leaders tend ¢onfiace severe penalties when
removed from offic€. Thus, the higher costs of losing can offset the lower prdlabi
of the sanction being applied, resulting in an overall exgecisk that might be similar
to those run by democratic leaders. Either way, it shouldlbardy now that the notion
of “democratic credibility through audience costs”, whiteleed plausible, turns out to be
deeply problematic, and that it was recognized as such hylashworking out the theory
itself.

I will not dwell on the third assumption except to point ouath-earon (1994, 584)
is explicit about it, and that Slantchev (2011, 51, 61) babdtes how important it is for
the results, and doubts its empirical plausibility to thenpof bluntness: “both [domestic
audience costs and reputation] provide leaders with leyetsthey barely have access to
in practice. As a consequence, the ability to commit derfvech such devices is suspect.”
The situation gets even murkier once other instrumentserodon are considered (excluded
by the fourth assumption). For example, in the context oitamy threats, it is quite possible
for crises between two high-audience-cost actors to hagehitphest probability of war
(Slantchev, 2011, 236-8). The problem is that whereas s that high audience costs

4Baum (2004). See Baum and Potter (2008) about the role of éukam
SWeiss (2012); Weeks (2008); Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003).



make escalation more dangerous and so less likely, theaiserm the risk of war they
create might offset the decrease in the probability of esicad, leading to an overall higher
risk of war. The riskiness of escalating with audience cbsisalso prompted scholars to
ask why leaders would “go public”, especially if doing so aggs the audiences of the
opponent. Kurizaki (2007) studies what happens if one werelax the fifth assumption
by giving actors the choice between public threats thatter@adience costs for both actors
and private ones that do not. He finds that the risks inhengihiei mechanism does prevent
some threats from becoming public: leaders prefer to intgyavately, where concessions
might not be great but where it does not take much to satisfgpgonent who does not
have to justify the outcome to a broader audience. Even Risg(1294, 581) own evidence
reveals such a dynamic: he notes that in 1755 British pubtiopt movements made it
harder for thé=renchto back down, not just the British.

This brief discussion should make it clear that what oftesspa for ACT in empirical
studies that investigate how regime type is linked to crétipis in fact no theory at all.
The question then is: does the evidence Trachtenberg psdsalp us advance the modeling
enterprise?

2 What Do We Learn from the Cases?

Trachtenberg argues that (i) democratic leaders do notrgenaudience costs on purpose,
(ii) even when they do, their opponents ignore them, anfidther factors better explain
crisis outcomes.

Although Trachtenberg (2012, 6) discounts the importaridesdfirst argument, it is the
one he spends most of his time on and the one he presents naehay for. | have no
fundamental quarrel with that argument but one shouldzeaglist how indebted to ACT
it is. Trachtenberg essentially claims that (democragepers do not strategically attempt
to generate audience costs because they do not want to heagmes by domestic opinion
in foreign policy and because they fear the adverse effaaliciixthreats might have on
the opponent or on third parties. Policy-makers evade aadieosts by making vague
threats whose plausible deniability enables them to obteswhether they have failed to
follow through on any particular commitments, by finessing dutcomes to the point that
it is unclear whether they have made any concessions andlbwatrying not to go public
unless they are forced to. All of this means that audiences@muld play little or no role
at all provided leaders can get away with secrecy or are mirfflg able to mold public
opinion.

From a purely logical perspective, this argument conceds® to ACT than some of the
theoretical critiques mentioned above. Leaders can onlyobstrained by public opinion
if making clear commitments and then backing down from therasdgenerate audience
costs. The premise of this argument is thus equivalent téirdteassumption above. More-
over, its conclusion does not necessarily follow becausgdes might not be able to deal in
secret or manipulate public opinion. Trachtenberg pravieddence for both possibilities.
For example, he notes that during the Fashoda crisis Salistas not a “free agent” and
that he was forced to go public in order to show a belligerettlip that he was not giving
away the farm. Even though he did not deliberately seek tukésthe public’s outrage”,
the end effect was just the same and “even minor concessmid oot now be made”
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(14-15). Trachtenberg (2012, 8) also observes that eveautoeratic Russian government
could be “carried away by or unable to resist strong natishahd pan-Slav feeling” dur-

ing the Eastern Crisis of 1878, which caused them to refuseessions until they found

themselves isolated diplomatically and on the verge of wtr Britain.

One case Trachtenberg does not discuss but that should rele time cut since it in-
volves major powers of which one is a democracy, is the Sigliah War of 1962. The
crisis preceding it is particularly revealing because Mdtad maintained secrecy for years
in his border negotiations with the Chinese before the Oiipagorced him to publish the
letters. The public outcry in India was so strong, that theegoment dug in its heels and
refused the concessions China was demanding, and everptgteta compel the militarily
stronger opponent to capitulate with the “forward policit’is clear that China believed
that Nehru had become committed to a policy of no concessthreyg had to attack in order
to show India the folly of such aggressive tactics. An ista imight have been amenable
to a peaceful settlement in private became intractable orame public through the very
mechanism ACT specifiés.

Trachtenberg (2012, 20) also provides direct evidence addes deliberately stoking
public outrage, as Kinderlen did in the Second Moroccani€d1911. His threats did
arouse nationalist feeling in Germany and the governmertteé'd up paying a huge political
price for what was seen as its willingness to accept a huinijadefeat”, as ACT assumes
it would. Thus, we have evidence that leaders might not adveaxid being constrained
by their domestic audiences even if they wanted to, and we baience that sometimes
they deliberately seek to inflame public opinion. Moreoweg have evidence that such
constraints might occur in non-democracies as well, whichansistent with ACT as it
stands now even if it does go contrary to the original “wogkhypothesis.”

The desire to avoid the loss of flexibility in foreign policyight not be the only reason
policy-makers might be loath to make overt threats. Friginig the opponent might back-
fire if it raises his audience costs, provokes him into aitagkor gets third parties involved
in the dispute to the detriment of the threatener. Trackanprovides evidence for all of
these concerns, and they do constitute omitted and pdtgmtistorting factors in the orig-
inal ACT. But it is not like theorists are ignorant of this: Kzaki (2007) explicitly deals
with the possibility of a public threat increasing the coktoncessions for the opponent,
and Slantchev (2010) shows that if a clear threat can provokater-measures that worsen
the threatener’s military position, the threatener miglatica making such threats.

Thus, | agree with Trachtenberg, 7 that “public threat-mgki.is not necessarily an
effective instrument of statecraft” even though he seerbs tinaware of the work that deals
with these issues, and at any rate fails to note just how algreron ACT’s fundamental
structure all of these arguments are.

Whatever the points of agreement might be, Trachtenberg2(2®) actually deempha-
sizes the first argument in favor of the second: even whenddgatic) leaders go public —
whether by design or not — adversaries do not infer that Heat hands are tied. Given the
author’s own stress on this, it is very disappointing thé firecisely here that the paper is
sorely lacking. When confronted with a case that might stupfGT, Trachtenberg some-

6See Slantchev (2011, 178-90) for a case study of this ceai$especially of the role public and military
moves played in it ending with war.



times resorts to convoluted logic, interprets facts silelgt or altogether fails to provide
any evidence at all.

Consider the Eastern Crisis, where Trachtenberg (2013,1)0s quick to dismiss the
importance of the British government going public. We ald tbat the Disraeli govern-
ment did not go public in order to limit his freedom of actidmt to “make it clear. .. that
Britain would go to war if Russia did not moderate her positioThis type of statement
should really give one pause: even if we were to grant the hstaatiated assertion that
the British government was committed to war in the absenamotessions, we still have
two critical questions. First, how much concessions woludy theed in order to be induced
not to fight? Second, how were they going to signal this — iraake it clear” — to the
Russians? Since any concessions the Russians would agnemileh be related to what
they believed the British would be satisfied with (and thuysedeled on their estimate of the
latter’s commitment to war), this must become a matter afiaigg. It just will not do to
assert, with scant evidence, that the Russians “did notttithéBritish commitment. What
really matters is the extent of that commitment becausetachienberg himself notes, Dis-
raeli would have only resorted to force “if the terms weresattsfactory.” Thus, the British
government did face the problem of convincing the Russihasthey would have to give
up more than they had originally believed. As to whether &asis threats were vague or
not, | am unpersuaded by a sole reference to a speech Digeaeliover a year before the
crisis even began.

The only evidence for why British public statements did naitter for the Russians
comes from the Russian ambassador Shuvalov who apparemtied his government not
to be provoked by British bellicose statements and warliktelip opinion (10). This is not
the same as denying that this opinion might make it difficoitthe British government to
compromise. At any rate, Trachtenberg shows no evidenaoat aldwat the Russian govern-
ment thought of this. It might be instructive, however, tatier the capitulation at Berlin,
Shuvalov’s career was ruined because he was blamed for g@aRthumiliation. It is also
troubling that while Trachtenberg cites as evidence Slunslapparent lack of concern
about British audience costs, he dismisses Gromyko’s cormigout American audience
costs in 1962. Recall that in the discussion of the Cubandfsl962, we are told that the
Soviet foreign minister Gromyko warned that deploying thesies in Cuba would create
significant audience costs for the American President (Bigre we are asked to dismiss
the importance of the public aspect of the crisis becausaisttuhev apparently was not
“particularly interested” in what he had to say. Settingladghe obvious concern that se-
nior policy-makers apparently had with the possibility loé topponent being locked in by
audience costs, in one instance we are asked to accept tfeuodimg statement of one
policy-maker while in another we are asked to dismiss th@arijve one by another.

The Fashoda crisis is sometimes cited as supporting thmakigCT although | do not
believe that it doe$.0One one hand, Trachtenberg and | seem to agree that the Fveneh
compelled by the British military moves, not by the publie@sphes or the publication of
the Blue Book. On the other hand, Trachtenberg (2012, 1634&$ too far in arguing that
the Fashoda crisis “does not provide much support for sotatist explanation for war’”
because “French policy in this affair is not to be understwodssentially rational terms.”

Slantchev (2011, 109).



But were the French truly so inept or deluded? It may have kreenthat it was known to
the French how Britain “felt about the subject” but this is oy means sufficient to deny
some rationale for the French policy, especially if we dograint that France was bent on
having a “meaningful” presence in Egypt but instead warezhtd British occupation there
and perhaps secure some concessions elsewhere in Afriedritish were busy in Sudan,
the legality of their occupation of Egypt had been in dispatal if France could count on
Russian support, an international conference might hamereg some concessions along
the lines they would later obtain for Morocco. Trachtenkdiggnisses any of this by arguing
that the British position was crystal-clear from the oytaatl so was irrational to challenge.
Leaving aside the disturbing spaciousness of any exptanbtised on irrationality, the facts
that 477 members of parliament agreed to fund the Frenchani&nly 18 opposed it), and
that the French capitulated once the British military mosigealed their commitment not
to concede at all suggests that the policy might have beetioaahgamble that did have a
chance of working but simply did not pan out, in part becahgeRussian lack of support
was not easily foreseeable. In order to maintain the opgasite must be prepared to accept
that 96% of French deputies were woefully inept or deluded,even then one has to agree
that it was rational to scrap the attempt once the threat obeeame clear.

What of the other cases Trachtenberg uses? In the Secondtddorcrisis, he simply
provides no evidence at all that the public threats the®ritvere making failed to influence
German calculations. In others, the theory itself does aetrsto be applicable because
there were no military threats. For instance, in the Firstddoan Crisis, we are told that
France could not hope to deter Germany militarily, and thad ho interest in pursuing
tactics that would risk war. But the risk of commitment to vimthe essential ingredient
of ACT — it is precisely how the threat is supposed to work a®ercve and signaling
device — and if one’s expected payoff from war is too low, tmensuch threats would be
made® The Berlin blockade reveals a similar problem because, ashtenberg, correctly
in my opinion, argues, neither side wanted to risk war. lanaibns like these, opting for
public warlike statements will be counter-productive, aneé would expect states to pursue
strategies that shift the onus of escalation on the oppgttesreby trying to take advantage
of his reluctance to do anything that might provoke outrigtstilities. One is hard-pressed
to see why one would even expect the mechanism of ACT to apardihese cases.

| was also somewhat surprised to read Trachtenberg’s (d6t2pretation of the 1945—
46 Iranian crisis. Although he does not tell us what he thitliles Soviets were after, he
seems to suggest that they were trying to conquer parts tiferoriran or otherwise expand
toward the Indian Ocean. This attempt is said to have beearthd by vigorous Ameri-
can threats. But this was simply not so even if some Americdicypmakers believed it.
The evidence from the Russian archives suggests that dizétgblranian Azerbaijan (by
forming a local communist party in the northern area ocalipiethe Red Army, permitting
it to rebel, and then refusing to allow the Shah’'s securitgde to restore order) was not
an annexationist or expansionist move but a political plesighed to wrest oil concessions
from Tehran. The Americans knew about the demand for oil essions and although they
might have considered it legitimate, they certainly olgedcto the coercive methods the

8Fearon (1997); Slantchev (2011).



Russians were usimy.This support for the Iranians might have worked because tis R
sians moderated their demand by proposed the establisluih@iRusso-Iranian joint-stock
company (which they had previously refused) even if thatmhabandoning the Azerbai-
janian communists. While the U.S. Ambassador regrettedpbssibility that Iran will be
forced to pay bribe to secure what should be accorded hematitally as of right,” he “did
not feel that proposed solution is too bad.” The U.S. stijadr Iran not to “purchase with-
drawal of foreign troops” but Tehran thought they were ragnout of time'® On April 4,
the Iranians announced the agreement to the compromise {f@»egh both its provisions
were illegal under the law that Majlis had recently pass@djey had negotiated secretly
with the Soviets and had even misled the U.N. Security Cotinat no such negotiations
were taking placé! Having achieved their goal, the Soviets withdrew their pmoEven
though the timing made it seem that they had done this undesdgidrom the American
public threats, the Soviet documents show that the decigasmade before the row at the
United Nations, and that the agreement “was of decisive itapoe.?? It is true that the
eventual outcome was an unmitigated disaster for the US8Rike Red Army gone and
the rebellion quashed, the newly-elected Majlis renegetherdeal, leaving the Soviets
without concessions and with the public image of having bmmsrced by the Americans.
However, the immediate outcome was distinctly favorabtetie Russians, and this is why
they withdrew, not because of American threats, which apyweane a little too late to be
useful to the Iranians. The claim that these threats weeetfe is not supported by the
evidence. Whether audience costs were relevant in makaggtthreats more credible is
simply beside the point. | do not know what, if anything, tbése has to say about ACT
and vice versa.

Trachtenberg’s (2012, 44) final argument is that a majorae&¢CT fails to account for
crisis outcomes is that that there are other factors that/“plmuch more important role”.
Among those are overt military preparations, direct iigelhce about the opponent’s intent
from spies, and unexpected behavior by third parties. Taesall sources of new informa-
tion during the crisis and should certainly be expectedftaémce behavior. It would be just
as strangely naive to assert that costly signaling is themrdsible source of information as
it would be to think that opponents could costlessly convgrit. What Trachtenberg fails
to distinguish is that whereas new information can cenyalpd had, “indices” workpre-
ciselybecause they are beyond the control of the actor about wheyréveal something.
Costly signaling theories, on the other hand, are concenrigchow actors can make their
behaviorinformative. Both have a role to play in crisis bargainingddahe most fruitful
thing to do is to study how they interact.

9Murray to the Secretary of State, November 26, 1945. U.SaBent of StateForeign Relations of
the United States, 19480l. 8 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Offic@4%), 455-56, hereafter
FRUS 1945Henderson to Secretary of State, December 11, 10RB,S 1945:488-89.

1OMurray to Secretary of State, March 11, 23, and 24, 1946. DePartment of Statdoreign Relations of
the United States, 1946pl. 7 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office4), 351-2, 373-77,
hereafteRUS 1946

11Allen to the Secretary of State, May 11, 198RUS 1946:458.

12vegorova (1996, 17-19).
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