November 5, 2005

To:  Interested Colleagues

Re:  Testing Two Predictions from Political Psychology

Your students might be interested to test predictions, drawn from political psychology
research, in two current cases of American foreign and domestic policy:

Optional Wars
In the 1970s and 1980s I researched two books to test psychological theories of optional

wars, decision making, and errors. The second book, Can Governments Learn? American
Foreign Policy and Central American Revolutions, was based on three American return
engagements with similar decision cycles in the 1950s (Guatemala), 1960 (Cuba), and the
Contras (Reagan). It proposed a new theory of American optional wars, and predicted the
psychology of the architects, including a prediction of the types of ambitions and fears,
misperception, bureaucratic behavior, and ethics to which they are prone.

The theory (excerpts enclosed) may apply to the US war in Iraq, especially if the
perceptions of Lawrence Wilkerson, Secretary of State Powell’s chief of staff, are accurate. (I
enclose a copy of a recent article from the Financial Times; there are further interviews and
background documents on the pbs.org Website.)

By contrast with Realist/rational choice or simple misperception theories, this political
psychology model of optional wars is closer to the classic Greek theory of hubris.!

Will the Bush Administration Unravel?

I enclose an early prediction, based on the work of James D. Barber, using the “passive-
positive” example of Warren Harding to forecast George W. Bush’s baseline behavior and
his vulnerabilities (e.g., to manipulation by trusted appointees). The piece was written in
June 2001 (before 9/11). If the Harding analogy is apt, it suggests that Vice President
Cheney played a large role in the initiative to extend a war from Afghanistan to Iraq and

presenting this case to the President.

Best regards,

3

loyd Etheredge, Policy Sciences Center
(lloyd.etheredge@yale.edu)

! The study of learning/nonlearning in US foreign policy may become a new field. An
independent taskforce of the Council on Foreign Relations, co-chaired by Samuel Berger and Brent
Scowcroft, has just published a report on non-learning across six US interventions since 1993. (In_the
Wake of War: Improving U. 8. Post-Conflict Capabilities. NY: Council on Foreign Relations, 2005).
agree with many of their observations, although my explanations are more psychological.
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