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Introduction by Avery Goldstein, University of Pennsylvania
In The Costs of Conversation: Obstacles to Peace Talks in Wartime, Oriana Skyler Mastro tackles an
undertreated and undertheorized topic in security studies—the decision to begin negotiations with an
adversary during war. The result is an elegantly presented and persuasively argued theory that she
applies to carefully considered case studies. For scholars, Mastro’s book will be a valued addition to
the literature on security studies as well as theoretically informed work on diplomatic history. For
policymakers, the book provides a straightforward logic to help untangle, clarify, and potentially
correct mistaken intuition and conventional wisdom about the factors that shape an adversary’s
willingness to enter negotiations during military conflict.
Although one might fairly argue that the Mastro’s work does not supplant what are several of the
currently dominant approaches to understanding wartime negotiations, it clearly and convincingly
complements such work by providing a theoretical argument to answer a prior question that falls
outside the range of explanation for competing approaches—when and why negotiations begin.
Existing literature about negotiations with an adversary, especially a growing corpus of work that
draws on bargaining theory to illuminate the importance of uncertainty about information,
commitment problems, and domestic audience costs that regimes face, has provided important
insights about the steps leading up to military conflict, and about the conditions that may be
conducive to war termination.[1] Mastro focuses on the strategic calculus that determines if and when
a belligerent will be open to talking to its adversary. The key consideration, according to Mastro, is
the need to demonstrate strength before entering talks. Otherwise, the adversary will be tempted to
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interpret a willingness to negotiate as a sign of weakness—of capabilities or resolve—that it could
exploit.
To test her arguments, Mastro re-examines three major international conflicts in Asia during the Cold
War. Although these cases (the Korean War, the Sino-Indian War, and the American phase of the war
in Vietnam) have each been thoroughly covered by journalists, historians, and political scientists, the
author brings to light newly available evidence, including declassified documents, archival materials,
and interviews, that both enrich the empirical record and help clarify the mechanism she sets forth in
her theory about the costs of conversation.
The five reviewers in this roundtable are unanimous in their admiration for the project, even as they
offer suggestions for clarification about some of its claims, propose alternate explanations for the
patterns Mastro studies, and indicate the ways in which her work can provide a foundation for others
to build on the questions she asks and the answers she offers. Our five contributors bring to bear the
perfect mix of expertise to explore this book’s themes. James Fearon and Kristopher Ramsay have
been important participants in elaborating work that applies bargaining theory to an understanding
of conflict.[2] Robert Trager’s work has focused much attention on the interconnected issues of beliefs,
perceptions, and diplomatic communication.[3] And Todd Hall and Xiaoyu Pu, are leaders among a new
cohort of China scholars whose work reflects a strong grasp of contemporary international relations
theory with an impressive depth of regional knowledge.[4]
Fearon indicates that Mastro illuminates an important implication of the distinctiveness of the
bargaining that occurs during warfighting. He briefly notes the links between other scholarship that
examines conflict as a bargaining problem and Mastro’s central argument about the remarkable
reluctance of adversaries to adjust their stance in response to changing facts and information that is
revealed as fighting proceeds. In thinking about this puzzle, Fearon draws special attention to the
significance of the initial war aims of the adversaries, especially in cases where the adversaries have
extreme or absolute war aims. Such war aims exacerbate the familiar problems introduced by the
dubious credibility of bargaining offers absent a third-party to enforce commitments. Fearon would
like to see more from Mastro about how these considerations together contribute to the fear that
escalating demands will follow from an offer to talk because it could be interpreted as a sign of
weakness. He provides illuminating historical examples that clarify the way in which his suggestions
could help build on the contribution of Mastro’s book.
Hall underscores the elegance of Mastro’s argument and the impressiveness of the sources she taps
to provide evidence that demonstrate its logic in practice. Hall usefully suggests that Mastro’s focus
on the costs of conversation may shortchange the role that strategic benefits could play in driving a
decision to enter peace talks. And he notes a puzzle prompted by his reading of Mastro’s book as to
why actors who are interested in negotiations fail to recognize how their posture and actions shape
its adversary’s decision about whether to join talks. Although acknowledging the limits to making
broad claims based on even a detailed examination of a small number of historically specific cases,
Hall emphasizes that the book offers novel insights about decision-making in these important
conflicts and recognizes their usefulness as a plausibility probe for the logic Mastro spins out.
Ramsay notes the gap in the otherwise rich literature on bargaining and conflict that Mastro’s work
fills- the logic and timing of a state’s decision to “open the door to a diplomatic solution” to an
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ongoing war. Ramsay also directs attention to Mastro’s distinction between signaling resiliency and
the more traditional focus on signaling resolve in the bargaining literature. Rather than focusing
solely on the issue of limits to the generalizability of her argument, Ramsay lauds the stringent
criteria that Mastro establishes for deciding whether the empirical evidence in her cases
demonstrates the significance of the concern she emphasizes—that the adversary might view an offer
to talk as a sign of weakness that it could exploit. Ramsay, however, is also left with a puzzle: if
openness to negotiations could be interpreted as a sign of weakness, the problem would go away if all
states simply had a standing policy of openness to peace talks in war—an idea Mastro also raises in
the book. Ramsay, then, is calling for further research into how states get locked into the “closed
diplomatic postures” that Mastro identifies as complicating the decision to open talks with the
adversary during war. In this, he adds to Fearon’s suggestion about the possible relevance of initial
war aims by suggesting that the war strategies that states choose may have implications for the
diplomatic postures that are feasible as the fighting proceeds.
Pu shares his colleagues’ favorable view of the book’s theoretical innovations, empirical evidence,
and policy implications. He echoes Ramsay’s observation about the possibilities for states to embrace
peacetime policies that help avoid the “costs of conversation.” In this respect, like Ramsay, Pu
endorses Mastro’s recommendation that states may want to establish as standard policy a willingness
to negotiate during conflicts. Pu also sees merit in Mastro’s policy advice for resolving the potentially
dangerous crises and conflicts in which the United States and China may find themselves in the
coming years. In addition, he echoes Mastro’s warning about the tendency for strong countries to
rely on coercion to bring adversaries to the bargaining table, an approach that, as Mastro’s work
explains, may actually make an adversary fearful of signaling weakness and therefore make it less
likely to agree to peace talks. Pu raises an additional intriguing question inspired by the
book—whether the interest in signaling might spill over into peace talks themselves and provide
states with incentives to engage in strategic deception.
Trager commends Mastro’s “compelling account of why and when states come to the negotiating
table during wartime.” He sees the case studies as providing convincing evidence in support of the
book’s central claims about the inhibitions induced by the fear that agreeing to talk will be
interpreted as a sign of weakness. Yet Trager questions the scope of this argument beyond the cases
that are treated in the book, as illustrated in the historical examples he cites. Trager indicates that
increased pressure has in fact sometimes convinced an adversary which is under pressure and losing
the conflict to open talks, an outcome that is at odds with Mastro’s expectations. In some cases, he
argues, a weaker belligerent’s decision to talk under pressure may be part of its strategy to buy
time. If so, it may seek a peace settlement knowing that it plans to resume fighting in order to alter
its terms at a later date when it has increased its military power. Trager also offers two alternative
explanations for the failure to initiate peace talks during conflict. In the first, Trager shares Fearon’s
view that initial war aims and motivations may shape the willingness of the parties to open talks once
fighting is underway. The second alternative suggests an approach to thinking about the role of third
parties that is different from Mastro’s argument. She argues that this role is limited to powerful
patrons who can exert decisive pressure on clients to open talks. Trager instead points to the
potential significance of third parties who are important allies of one of the states, rather than
powerful patrons. In such cases, the interest in managing an alliance may constrain decisions about
opening peace talks or continuing to fight the war.

Citation: George Fujii. H-Diplo/ISSF Roundtable 12-6 on The Costs of Conversation: Obstacles to Peace Talks in Wartime. H-Diplo.
01-22-2021.
https://networks.h-net.org/node/28443/discussions/7126496/h-diploissf-roundtable-12-6-costs-conversation%C2%A0-obstacles-peace
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 United States License.

3

H-Diplo
In her thoughtful response to the reviewers, Oriana Mastro clarifies her motivation for writing the
book and briefly draws out its central arguments. She then addresses the questions and concerns the
reviewers raise. First, Mastro elaborates on the reasons why states may fear that open postures
signal weakness, including two sources that are distinct from the strategic calculations she
emphasized in explaining the closed postures adopted by belligerents. Second, Mastro engages with
the argument that benefits to be gained by entering negotiations, and not just the costs, might
determine states’ choices. While acknowledging the logic of this view, she notes that she did not find
historical evidence that anticipated benefits from negotiated settlements led to the initiation of talks
and suggests reasons for this empirical observation. Third, Mastro addresses the reviewers’ point
about the war aims of belligerents affecting the prospects for opening negotiations. She explains why
her argument is relevant even in cases where states have absolute war aims, as well as in the much
more common cases where, public rhetoric notwithstanding, they have limited aims. Finally, Mastro
agrees with the reviewers that her work leaves some of their questions unanswered. She shares their
hope that the book will prompt others to address remaining theoretical puzzles, further enrich the
empirical record, and thereby “strengthen our understanding of how diplomatic strategies and
military strategies are connected and impact one another.”
My brief introduction does not fully capture the range and subtlety of the many issues the reviewers
include in their essays as they reflect on Mastro’s work and that she includes in her response. Their
stimulating exchange of ideas serves to demonstrate why the Costs of Conversation is a major
contribution to the literature about war and diplomacy, one that is noteworthy for the innovativeness
of its argument and the excellence of its empirical research.

Participants:
Oriana Skylar Mastro is a Center Fellow at the Freeman Spogli Institute for International Studies
at Stanford University where her research focuses on Chinese military and security policy, AsiaPacific security issues, war termination, and coercive diplomacy. She is also Foreign and Defense
Policy Fellow at the American Enterprise Institute and an officer in the United States Air Force
Reserve for which she works as a strategic planner at INDOPACOM. For her contributions to U.S.
strategy in Asia, she won the Individual Reservist of the Year Award in 2016. She has published
widely, including in Foreign Affairs, International Security, International Studies Review, Journal of
Strategic Studies, The Washington Quarterly, The National Interest, Survival, and Asian Security.
Her book, The Costs of Conversation: Obstacles to Peace Talks in Wartime (Cornell University Press,
2019), won the 2020 American Political Science International Security Section Best Book Award (PreTenure Faculty Member). She holds a B.A. in East Asian Studies from Stanford University and an
M.A. and Ph.D. in Politics from Princeton University.
Avery Goldstein is the David M. Knott Professor of Global Politics and International Relations in the
Political Science Department, Inaugural Director of the Center for the Study of Contemporary China,
and Associate Director of the Christopher H. Browne Center for International Politics at the
University of Pennsylvania. His research focuses on international relations, security studies, and
Chinese politics.
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James D. Fearon is Geballe Professor in the School of Humanities and Sciences at Stanford
University, and Senior Fellow at Stanford’s Freeman-Spogli Institute for International Studies. He is
the author of a number of articles on explanations for interstate and civil war.
Todd H. Hall is Professor of International Relations and the current director of the China Centre at
the University of Oxford.
Xiaoyu Pu is an associate professor of political science at the University of Nevada, Reno. He is a
Public Intellectuals Program fellow with the National Committee on United States-China Relations
and a non-resident senior fellow with the Inter-American Dialogue in Washington, D.C. He is the
author of Rebranding China: Contested Status Signaling in the Changing Global Order (Stanford
University Press, 2019).
Kristopher Ramsay is Professor of Politics at Princeton University. He is the co-director of the
Program for Analytical and Quantitative Political Science at Princeton and the associate editor for
international relations at the Quarterly Journal of Political Science. He has published numerous
articles on diplomatic communication, information processing, and war.
Robert F. Trager is Associate Professor of Political Science at the University of California, Los
Angeles. He has also taught at Yale and Oxford Universities, held an Olin Fellowship at Harvard
University, and worked in investment banking in New York. His research focuses on the strategic
implications of artificial intelligence developments; how states form beliefs about the intentions of
other states, and in particular on the role of diplomatic communication; the moral and emotional
bases of foreign policy preferences; and a variety of other topics. He is currently completing his
second book, which examines the enormous effects of women’s suffrage on the international system.

Review by James D. Fearon, Stanford University
Based on four carefully done case studies, Oriana Skylar Mastro’s excellent book proposes to explain
why, in general, state leaders are so reluctant to participate in peace talks after a war has begun.
She argues that they fear that willingness to talk will be interpreted as evidence of military weakness
or low resolve, thus encouraging the other side to be more militarily aggressive. Short of outright
defeat, leaders propose or agree to talks only when they believe that the other side will not draw a
particularly adverse inference or when the other side lacks the military capability to ‘ratchet up’ its
efforts. This is most likely, she argues, when they are clearly militarily dominant or believe that they
have fought successfully enough that the other side will not draw the wrong conclusion from their
willingness to talk. In short, leaders in war often reject talks in order to maintain or further a
reputation for military capability or high resolve.
Four cases cannot establish a broad empirical regularity. For what it is worth, however, I believe
that Mastro is right that refusal to engage in talks during interstate and civil wars is common. I also
think that this empirical pattern, which I refer to elsewhere as “fighting rather than bargaining,” is
difficult to explain with standard theories of bargaining, but is also important for understanding why
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wars occur. [ 5 ] Mastro’s evidence and analysis suggest that reputational considerations
can—often?—explain why states simply fight rather than bargain in the normal sense of exchanging
and adjusting serious settlement offers.
My comparative advantage is not the specifics of the diplomatic history of the Korean, Sino-Indian, or
Vietnam wars. I am going to focus on Mastro’s theoretical arguments, her engagement with
alternative hypotheses, and whether these can make sense of broader empirical patterns that she
suggests her case studies illustrate. I will argue that there are two other mechanisms that often
explain why states fight rather than bargain. At the same time, I will argue that Mastro’s evidence as
well as other empirical considerations suggest that what she calls the “strategic costs of
conversation” have been neglected relative to their importance (14).[6] This mechanism has been
neglected not only as an explanation for when talks occur but also for why armed conflict bargaining
looks so different from bargaining in other areas.
Mastro situates her study in part in the context of a literature in Political Science that followed on R.
Harrison Wagner’s “call to treat war as a bargaining process, not as a result of bargaining
breakdown” (22).[7] As she is well aware, there is now a long tradition that conceives of armed conflict
as a type of bargaining, a view famously associated with Thomas Schelling.[8]
If war is a type of bargaining, however, it is a pretty strange type. Paradigmatically, in ‘bargaining’
the parties go and back forth, exchanging offers that are serious in the sense that they expect there is
a non-zero chance the other side will accept. Sometimes a side may delay in order to signal
toughness, but in the expectation that there is a chance the other will come to accept what is on the
table.
By contrast, in bargaining in both interstate and civil war contexts, the parties often put out extreme
demands—initial war aims—that everyone knows will not be accepted in full unless one side is
completely defeated. These extreme aims are often surprisingly invariant with respect to
developments on the battlefield,[9] and parties go long periods without exchanging and revising
serious offers at all. The latter is the main stylized fact that Mastro’s book seeks to explain.[10]
The observation raises a very good question. Given the high costs and risks of continued fighting,
why not make and adjust serious offers fairly rapidly, as happens in, say, buyer-seller bargaining over
the price of rug, car, or house? If war is a bargaining process, why is it so inefficient? Why does it
appear that the parties must often fight without talking for an extended period before they can agree
to sit down to exchange serious offers?
Mastro’s argument about the strategic costs of conversation is closely related to what in bargaining
theory is called the ‘ratchet effect.’ This is the idea that agreeing to a demand tells the other side that
you are willing to be pushed at least this far, so that if one is not protected by a contract, the other
side may renege (or take back their offer) and try to push you even farther. Third-party enforced
contracts are not normally feasible in interstate or civil wars, which may help to explain why ratcheteffect concerns are so prominent in this context. Better to keep fighting to maintain or develop a
reputation for being a “tough type” (strong military capabilities or high resolve) than to undermine
the adversary’s belief in this possibility, encouraging them to be recalcitrant and aggressive in
bargaining.[11]
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Mastro’s argument is slightly different in that she stresses the downside of agreeing to talk as a
“ratcheting up of the [military] force” (14) used by the other side, rather than a change in bargaining
behavior in negotiations. I thought there was support for this interesting idea in the case study
evidence, although often leader statements and comments could be interpreted as referring either to
bargaining behavior or subsequent military attacks, or both. Since greater belief in one’s military
prospects tends to imply greater demands in negotiations, the two concerns effectively go together.
In her case studies, Mastro evaluates the strategic costs of conversation mechanism against four
alternative theoretical perspectives, described as “the traditional bargaining model of war” (25),
ideational factors, and domestic and international costs of conversation. She also poses as a “scope
condition” that “The costly conversations thesis is designed primarily to explain diplomatic posture in
limited interstate conflicts,” as opposed to wars in which one or both sides “harbor absolute aims”
(8). The reason is that if a state “is unwilling to compromise and demands complete concession with
respect to the issue at hand (absolute aims)” (19), then it may see negotiations as pointless and a
potential diversion.
Taken literally, the latter is a problematic restriction. Unwillingness to compromise—or at least
unwillingness to talk about possible compromises—is the thing the costly conversations thesis is
supposed to explain. If harboring “absolute [war] aims” is another possible explanation for lack of
interest in negotiations, then this is should be an alternative hypothesis, not a scope condition.
How do we know that, when it comes to the importance of reputational concerns, the three wars
studied here are representative of the broader universe of wars, or even “limited interstate
conflicts”? Could “absolute aims” be another common explanation for refusal to talk and, in turn, war
duration and destructiveness? Some of Mastro’s evidence points in this direction. She explains
closed diplomatic postures for parts of the Korean War for both the U.S. and China by reference to
absolute aims, thus a substantial part of one of the three wars selected for the case studies. She
notes in passing several other interstate wars where one side is said to have had absolute aims,[12] and
argues that the strong reluctance of governments and rebel groups in civil wars to begin negotiations
may result from their having absolute aims (20-21, 132-33).
As noted, “absolute aims” are defined as seeking “complete concession with respect to the issue at
hand.” This is not “relatively rare in modern international relations” (20) but instead is arguably what
state leaders hope for and publicly state as war aims at the start of most wars.
Indeed, the idea that wars begin with parties expressing incompatible, often extreme war aims that
are then gradually tempered based on learning from the battlefield is the essence of the alternative
hypothesis that Mastro associates with “the traditional bargaining model of war” (25-26). On page 26
she draws from this model specific implications concerning the timing and circumstances of
becoming open to negotiations, such as that “the losing side would be the first to offer talks” but also
that states shift to open postures at the same time, or not at all. These implications are later found
wanting in the case studies.
I read the implications of this “traditional model” somewhat differently. I would say that both
Geoffrey Blainey’s original account and some of the formal versions imply that, first, if the parties
believe that completely incompatible military expectations are behind their completely incompatible

Citation: George Fujii. H-Diplo/ISSF Roundtable 12-6 on The Costs of Conversation: Obstacles to Peace Talks in Wartime. H-Diplo.
01-22-2021.
https://networks.h-net.org/node/28443/discussions/7126496/h-diploissf-roundtable-12-6-costs-conversation%C2%A0-obstacles-peace
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 United States License.

7

H-Diplo
“absolute” war aims, then they might forgo talks simply because they see no point.[13] They believe
that they have to teach the other side a lesson on the battlefield first. In Mastro’s cases, plausible
examples include Chairman Mao Zedong’s views and closed diplomatic posture up to February 1951
in the Korean War, and the North Vietnamese position before the Tet Offensive. My impression is
that many others can be adduced.
Second, it is not the case in the “traditional model” that war ends when one side quits (as opposed to
a negotiated settlement); that full convergence in beliefs is required for talks to begin; or that sides
would necessarily switch to open diplomatic postures at the same time. Instead, as learning from
battles occurs, the “traditional model” implies that one or both sides might become interested in
reaching out to explore if the other has changed its aims and demands, or to convey that it has
reduced has its own.
While this certainly does occur sometimes, [14] it seems that even following highly informative
battlefield losses, surprisingly often state leaders are not willing to talk.[15] I agree with Mastro that
ratchet-effect reputational concerns may be an empirically common explanation for this distinctive
feature of armed conflict bargaining (or at least, what I think is a distinctive feature).
In sum, at the start of some wars, “absolute aims” based on strongly incompatible military
expectations may provide an important alternative explanation for lack of interest in negotiations.
But as battlefield evidence accumulates, continuing lack of interest or active refusals—which appear
quite common—may be better explained by the reputational costs-of-conversation mechanism.
There is a different explanation for “absolute [war] aims” that in my view provides a third empirically
common explanation for lack of interest in bargaining while fighting. As Mastro observes, “states
may pursue absolute aims to eliminate the commitment problems that may have led to the outbreak
of war in the first place” (20). Quite a few wars—most civil wars and plausibly a good number of
interstate wars—are wars of regime change in the sense that one side’s leaders have no interest in a
negotiated settlement because they do not believe that the other side’s leadership can be trusted to
implement any deal that they would prefer to their military option. So if fighting seems promising
enough, the (more objectively) absolute aim of removing the hostile regime by force can make sense.
Examples include the George W. Bush administration’s disinterest in virtually anything short of
deposing Iraqi President Saddam Hussein, and the Allies’ early agreement on unconditional
surrender as their war aim against Nazi Germany.
This argument is well-developed in excellent books by Alex Weisiger and Dan Reiter. Weisiger, for
example, captures the main idea in a quote from a September 1941 (!) report in which United States’
General George Marshall and Admiral Harold Stark say that “An inconclusive peace between
Germany and her present active military enemies would be likely to give Germany an opportunity to
reorganize continental Europe and to replenish her strength.”[16] It may be that essentially the same
commitment problem helps to explain the puzzle of World War I’s duration (and the infrequency of
serious negotiations), as opposed or in addition to mutual optimism or a costly conversations
account. After Germany controlled Belgium, any peace that allowed consolidation of control could
lead to more coercion by a stronger opponent, whereas Germany could reasonably hope to keep at
least this much by continued fighting.
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In Weisiger’s analysis, whether a state’s war aims are ‘limited’ or ‘unlimited’ (that is, seeking regime
change) is endogenous, determined by beliefs about the adversary’s nature (preferences, or type) and
thus ability to commit to a negotiated settlement. This is a useful way to conceive of “absolute [war]
aims”—not as “seeking complete concessions with respect to the issue at hand” but rather as the
military objective of nothing less than disarming the opponent. This is plausibly another important
explanation for lack of interest or refusal to negotiate in interstate and civil wars, one that happens
not to be present in Mastro’s four case studies.
One last comment on policy implications of the costly conversations thesis: Mastro notes that her
findings “open up additional opportunities for third-party mediation” (138). The idea is that third
parties may be able to reduce the reputational costs of agreeing to talk by allowing the combatants to
attribute their willingness to third-party pressure, or to say ‘we are talking because my enemy told
the mediator that they would talk.’ I think this is quite right. Indeed, further evidence of the
importance of the costly-conversations mechanism can be seen in the common practice of backchannels and unofficial communications through individuals with unclear negotiating authority.
But once a state’s leaders agree to direct talks, the ratchet-effect problem can still apply to the
making of serious offers (here, offers that reduce demands from stated war aims). In his work on
negotiations during interstate wars over the last 200 years, Eric Min finds that there is a sharp break
before and after 1945. Combatants held direct talks much more often and started talking earlier in
interstate wars after 1945. But post-45 direct talks have been far less productive in the sense that
they are less predictive of war termination, compared to the earlier period. Min shows further that
powerful third parties have exerted much more pressure on combatants to meet for talks after
1945.[17] So it may be that third-party mediation and pressure can help get parties to the table, but
the several reasons for reluctance to talk discussed above apply almost as much for reluctance to
make serious offers—that is, to bargain rather than just fight.
All in all, Oriana Mastro’s book is an important contribution to what in my view has been a productive
and exciting back-and-forth between relatively empirical and relatively theoretical work on interstate
war that has taken place over the last 25 years or so. Detailed case studies based on—and, in
Mastro’s book, adding original archival research to—diplomatic history have been central to this
agenda and its progress. The above considerations are offered less as critique than as suggestions
about how Mastro’s evidence and arguments based on these four cases fit into the larger empirical
picture.

Review by Todd H. Hall, University of Oxford
In The Costs of Conversation: Obstacles to Peace Talks in Wartime, Oriana Skylar Mastro begins with
a simple but novel question: what determines when a state which is party to an armed conflict will
agree to engage in talks with its adversary? To be clear, this is not to be confused with agreeing to
end a conflict, or even agreeing to a ceasefire. As Mastro points out, talks can drag on for years
without the conflict lessening. Nor is it to be confused with ‘yes, but…’ offers to start dialogue that
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are contingent on the other side fulfilling certain conditions first. The focus of Mastro’s study is
simply the willingness to sit down and engage in direct discussions with no strings attached.
Certainly, multiple reasons come to mind as to why a state might choose to seek dialogue. On the
one hand, more traditional approaches would tell us that talk is cheap. And if it is clear which way
the winds are blowing, would not the losing party want to begin extending feelers for a way out? A
state may also be attempting to appease a more powerful sponsor. But then again, one can also think
of reasons for why a state would not agree to talk. Maybe the domestic costs would be too
high—sitting down at a table with those who are killing your soldiers (and, in some cases, also
civilians) might not necessarily be a move well received at home. And there are also issues to do with
honour, pride, or ideology that may stand in the way.
Mastro argues, however, that the primary answer is none of the above. Instead, what matters is
whether or not states believe that agreeing to talks will send the wrong signal to their
adversaries—one of weakness to be precise—and that those adversaries will seek to take advantage
of this. In other words, the problem is that states frequently believe that if they agree to talk, this
may be read as evidence that their capability or will to continue fighting is flagging. If their
adversaries appear to have the resources and drive to escalate if they sense weakness, assenting to
direct talks may have quite deleterious consequences. The flip side of this is that states will only
open themselves up to dialogue when they have clearly established that they are not acting out of
weakness and not under duress, or are confident that their adversary in not in a position to ramp up
the conflict in response.
The argument is elegant and simple, and Mastro demonstrates how this logic unfolded in the context
of several major Cold War conflicts in Asia: the Korean War, the Sino-Indian War, and the Vietnam
War. In each case, she makes impressive use of primary and secondary sources, and in some
instances also interviews, to compare the explanatory purchase of her hypotheses vis-à-vis competing
explanations derived from the literature.[18] The arguments are persuasive. Mastro does an excellent
job of making a convincing case for why the state actors involved decided to express a willingness (or
not) for talks when they did.
One could make the argument that the limited number of cases she is engaging—and the fact that
they are occurring during a specific historical period involving a small number of actors—hampers
her ability to assert with confidence that her hypotheses will hold more broadly. Granted. But even
still, for an initial trial of the plausibility of her claims, the book fairs extremely well. In the process,
it also sheds important light upon the decision-making logics at work within some quite significant
historical conflicts. So even if the generalizability of Mastro’s claims still remains to be more robustly
demonstrated, the contribution to our understanding of these historical cases is hard to dispute.
Possibly a more pointed critique would be that Mastro, in focusing on the costs, fails to sufficiently
put these in conversation with the benefits. This is not to say Mastro does not recognise the potential
benefits of diplomatic engagement; she notes its use for gaining intelligence, seeking a respite from
fighting, playing to divisions in the adversary’s camp, or as a means to gain legitimacy and seek
favour on the international stage (24). And yet, the decision to talk is treated less as the function of a
cost-benefit analysis and more as something that happens when certain external conditions are met
(position of strength, inability of the adversary to capitalise on perceived weakness, etc.) The account
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Mastro offers is a strategic one that is focused primarily on the variables that increase or decrease
the perceived risk of agreeing to talks. Unexamined are the variables that might increase or
decrease the relative strategic benefits from talking, or even just appearing willing to talk. But could
there not be circumstances in which such perceived benefits increase to the point that state actors
become willing to run the risk of appearing weak? For instance, is it not possible that offering talks
in the face of escalating aggression could—in some situations—supply the chance to cast oneself as
the reasonable, innocent victim, increasing the likelihood of external intervention? What about the
nature and magnitude of what the other side appears to be offering should talks begin? The stance
that “strategic cost dominates decision making” (29) forecloses the possibility of considering in
theoretical depth what factors might alter the perceived benefits of talking. And yet, in all situations
where the perceived risk of engaging in talks is not zero, the magnitude of perceived benefits should
logically play a role.
It is also worth noting a puzzle that emerges from Mastro’s findings. What is striking is that various
state actors which were on the receiving end of “the silent treatment” (13, footnote 7) from their
adversaries were baffled by the behaviour or engaged efforts to force them to the table that
ultimately were counterproductive. In one particularly memorable quote, Mastro cites Premier Zhou
Enlai expressing exasperation with his Indian counterparts: “They wouldn’t talk with us! What can I
do?” (64). However, if this logic is so evident and widespread, why is it simultaneously so difficult for
policymakers who are on the receiving end to grasp? This puzzle possibly opens larger questions
about the limits of strategic empathy, a topic which is beyond the purview of the book, but is
nevertheless an interesting one.
Nothing should take away from the fact that Mastro has authored an impressive work of theoretical
and empirical scholarship. Moreover, it is extraordinarily accessible and readable. I unreservedly
recommend it as reading for those who are interested in diplomacy and war, from entry-level
students to more specialist scholars and practitioners alike. It is a true piece of academic
craftsmanship.

Review by Xiaoyu Pu, University of Nevada, Reno
While war might start in many different ways, it is often ended through peace talks. But talks are not
easy in wartime. After a fight breaks out, when do the warring states decide to talk to their enemies?
Why do the warring states sometimes refuse to talk? Oriana Skylar Mastro has published an
excellent book to address these questions. The Costs of Conversation has the making of an important
book, including innovative theoretical ideas, solid empirical evidence, and important policy
implications.
Mastro suggests that there are two types of diplomatic posture in wartime: an open diplomatic
posture or a closed diplomatic posture. What factors would impact leaders’ decisions to maintain or
change their diplomatic posture? Mastro argues that the willingness to talk might give the enemy an
impression of weakness and the enemy might take advantage of such a situation. Considering these
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strategic costs of peace talks, leaders would look to two factors when making decisions: the likelihood
the enemy will see openness to talk as a sign of weakness and how the enemy may change its
strategy in response to such an interpretation. Leaders are only willing to engage diplomatically with
the enemy if these costs are low
Mastro examines the costly conversations thesis through four cases: Chinese decisions in the Korea
War, Chinese decisions in Sino-India War, Indian diplomatic posture in the Sino-India War, and North
Vietnamese decisions in the Vietnams War. In the Korean War case, China had a closed diplomatic
posture in the early stage of the war, and it shifted to an open diplomatic posture later on. In the
Sino-India war, China was open to peace talks throughout the conflict. In contrast, India maintained
a closed diplomatic posture in the war. During the Vietnam War, North Vietnam’s diplomatic posture
shifted from a closed posture to an open posture. In each of these cases, Mastro demonstrates that
the costly conversations thesis best explains the timing and nature of these countries’ approach to
peace talks.
The book makes significant contributions to international relations. First, Mastro demonstrates that
talk in international politics is both more critical and more complicated than we conventionally
assume. While scholars often emphasize that talk is cheap, Mastro’s book joins a number of new
studies that rediscover the crucial role of talk in international politics. [19] Furthermore, Mastro
clarifies that the reasons why peace talks could be potentially more difficult than we conventionally
assume. Policymakers worry that the willingness to talk will be interpreted as a sign of weakness, and
the enemy might intensify and prolong the fight in response to such an interpretation. Policymakers
must overcome the problems before they are confident to engage in peace talks. These obstacles to
peace talks explain why some wars are prolonged, and peace talks are often delayed.
Second, Mastro sheds new light on several conflicts in Asia. These case studies are carefully
designed, and the arguments are supported with rich evidence. Taking a rationalist approach,
Mastro makes sense of some crucial conflicts in the Cold War era. For instance, why was a weak and
fragile China more willing to fight rather than talk in the early stage of the Korean War? Why was
China under the same leadership open to talks during the Sino-India war? Moving beyond the usual
focus of depositional factors (such as strategic culture or personality), Mastro provides powerful
interpretations of these historical cases with an innovative framework. The empirical evidence is
impressive, and her studies serve as excellent examples of qualitative analyses. Mastro employs a
“three-tiered collection strategy to avoid systematic bias” (32), including internal documents related
to critical decision-makers, diplomatic documents in China, U.S., and India, and original interviews
with decision-makers in Vietnam.
Finally, the book has crucial policy implications for international relations and U.S.-China relations in
particular. In recent years, there are growing concerns that the U.S. and China might be engaging in
a new Cold War or even a hot war.[20] Given the importance of Sino-American relations, a mere
possibility of war should justify all the reasons to plan for war termination in advance. Mastro
suggests that the U.S. and China should not only strengthen its crisis management mechanism, but
they should also consider establishing openness to wartime talks as official standard policy. By doing
so, U.S. and Chinese leaders will not have to worry that agreeing to talk might be seen as a sign of
weakness if war occurs. Furthermore, Mastro also proposes that powerful countries should
reevaluate their tendency to rely on coercion to get an adversary to talk. Far from driving the

Citation: George Fujii. H-Diplo/ISSF Roundtable 12-6 on The Costs of Conversation: Obstacles to Peace Talks in Wartime. H-Diplo.
01-22-2021.
https://networks.h-net.org/node/28443/discussions/7126496/h-diploissf-roundtable-12-6-costs-conversation%C2%A0-obstacles-peace
Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 United States License.

12

H-Diplo
opponent to the negotiating table, coercive tactics are more likely to harden the position of the
opponent. Mastro’s policy proposals are insightful and thought-provoking.
While highlighting the book’s key contributions, I would like to raise some questions inspired by
Mastro’s book. First of all, while Mastro provides a rational framework on the costly conversations
thesis, a further question is how deception and misperception might play a role in peace talks. The
costly conversations thesis assumes that leaders worry their willingness to talk might signal
weakness. This might leave room for strategic deception. In international relations, both
psychological and rationalist approaches have emphasized the tendency for states to misrepresent
their capabilities or resolve. Robert Jervis suggests that “deception involves minor and relatively
cheap (although often not easy) changes in behaviors to project a desired image.”[21] According to
James Fearon, states have rational incentives to conceal their capabilities or resolve. [22] Mastro
probably acknowledges the role of manipulation when she advocates that countries should work to
destroy the linkage between talks and weakness (139). While states can delink talks and weakness
for a benign purpose, they could also potentially shape their image into a deceptive direction. In
other words, while Mastro frames peace talks mainly as a straightforward policy, leaders could also
project a deceptive image whey they pretend to talk (or not talk). Furthermore, while leaders have
room for deception when sending signals, misperceptions often occur when these signals are
received.[23] While Mastro might recognize the possibility of deception and misperception, her
framework ultimately emphasizes a rational framework of cost-benefit analysis. Some follow-up
research could investigate when and how leaders might behave differently from the rational
framework of costly conversations thesis.
Second, the costly conversations thesis is mostly based on a widespread assumption of impression
management in disputes: an intention to talk might give others an impression of weakness. But it is
unclear why such an impression is always accurate in social life as well as in international politics.
While I am persuaded that policymakers do have such kind of concerns in the historical cases
described by Mastro, I am not sure how accurately this might reflect a tendency in a broader context.
Mastro acknowledges that under extreme circumstances, talk might not be costly. For instance,
when a nation is significantly stronger than its enemy, the leaders might not have to worry about the
potential costs of peace talks (23). If so, should leaders always have to worry about talking might
automatically signal weakness? Further research through multiple method design can provide more
empirical and experimental evidence to examine the thesis.
Third, do some of the alternative approaches offer competing explanations or complementary
explanations? In comparison to the costly conversations thesis, Mastro highlights four alternative
explanations: the traditional bargaining model, ideational factors, domestic costs, and international
costs. In each empirical chapter, she compares the costly conversation thesis with these alternative
explanations. I am not sure if all of these alternative explanations are competing explanations. For
instance, political leaders typically face both domestic audience and the international audience.
When making decisions, the domestic audience is often as influential as the international audience.[24]
If the concern over projecting a weak image is related to both domestic and international audience, it
might be useful to unpack the process of domestic and international interactions. Comparing with
the cost conversations thesis, domestic politics sometimes might be a competing explanation, but
other times it might be a complementary explanation.
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Finally, how do multiple audiences shape peace talks in wartime? While Mastro briefly mentions that
peace talks can happen privately, publicly, or secretly (135), her empirical cases primarily focus on
direct peace talks during the Cold War era. As leaders conduct diplomacy in a more globalized
environment, a promising approach is to examine peace talks in wartime that happen in different
information context. The arts of impression management on backstage, frontstage, and off-stage as
proposed by Erving Goffman might help illustrate some interesting dynamics in diplomacy.[25]
Above all, The Costs of Conversation is an exemplary work that combines innovative theorizing with
first-rate empirical research. The book will remain an essential reading for scholars, students, and
policymakers for many years to come.

Review by Kristopher W. Ramsay, Princeton University
Oriana Skylar Mastro’s The Cost of Conversation: Obstacles to Peace Talks in War Time is an
important work that opens the door to understanding how diplomatic strategy is related to the
military strategy of war fighting. It is a must-read for anyone interested in the process of war and
how political, military, and strategic objects interact to shape the path of conflict and the road to
peace. While there is a rich literature on crisis bargaining and diplomacy [26] and a nascent
understanding of the two tracks of bargaining and fighting,[27] we understand very little about why
and under what conditions states at war are willing to open the door to a diplomatic solution.
Mastro argues that the decision to follow an open diplomatic posture is deeply strategic and
intertwined with the military strategy and political objectives at any given point of a war. Her
analysis shows that rational goal-oriented leaders calibrate the costs and benefits of opening direct
diplomatic exchanges when they are deciding whether to offer talks, or when they are responding to
the offer of their adversaries. This cost-benefit analysis is shaped by two dominant factors: the
strategic cost of adverse inference and the ability of the enemy to respond to that inference with
actions that are detrimental to the state's objectives.
When it comes to choosing an open diplomatic posture, the adverse inference of weakness looms
large in a state's decision calculus. The state fears that the enemy may perceive the move to an open
diplomatic posture “as a concession made because of weakened resolve, degraded military
capabilities, or reduced war aims” (12). As a result, even the willingness to talk about a peace
settlement may encourage an adversary to prolong, intensify, or escalate the conflict in hopes of
achieving a decisive military victory.
The task of the state is then to use a closed diplomatic posture, one where the leaders are unwilling
to entertain any direct discussion of a settlement, to persuade their enemy that they are not weak,
but resilient. Here resiliency is differentiated from the traditional concept of resolve. Where the
latter implies that the state is willing to bear the costs of war in order to get its desired outcome, a
resilient state can both absorb and deflect the cost at a given level of violence. As Mastro writes, the
goal is to “create a shared recognition that while one state may not be able to win with overwhelming
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force, it also cannot be coerced through increased pain and pressure” (15). Once resiliency is
understood, the fear associated with an adverse inference of weakness is eliminated.
The case is then made for the costly conversation argument through an examination of four cases: the
Chinese diplomatic posture in the Korean War, the Chinese diplomatic posture in the Sino-Indian
War, the Indian diplomatic posture in the Sino-Indian war, and the North Vietnamese diplomatic
posture in the Vietnam War. These cases were selected from thirty-eight major interstate wars. With
the goal of making the cases as comparable as possible, the particular wars were selected from a
common twenty-year window and all occurred in Asia during the Cold War. The process tracing and
case analysis draw on primary sources, semi-structured interviews where feasible, and secondary
works of history. The analysis also focuses primarily on within-state variation in conditions and
behavior in order to better control confounding factors, though the between-state variation also
provides evidence for the costly conversation logic.
As a final methodological comment, the analysis takes a very specific, and I would say stringent,
approach to evaluating the working of the costly conversation mechanism. Clearly there are many
factors and forces at play in each of these, and probably all, cases of war. Many things weigh on the
decision-makers in times of war, especially when it comes to how to pursue a possible end to the
conflict. There are individual preferences, domestic political pressures, and international pressures
and commitments, to name a few. Here Mastro sets the high bar in arguing that adverse inference of
weakness must be a prominent and documented point of discussion among elites for it to be
considered an important cause. This is a very stringent criteria, meaning that the concern for
adverse inference not only be present, but that we can find documentary evidence that, in the minds
of the decision-makers, this strategic cost was a significant factor shaping their choice of diplomatic
posture. The fact that some clear evidence of this cost is evident in all the cases speaks to the power
of the concern and the importance of the idea that has been identified in this book.
The book’s main weakness is that one is left wondering why a closed diplomatic posture is ever used.
For the open posture, or switching to an open posture, to have meaning two things must be true.
First, states sometime—maybe often or always—start wars with a closed posture. Second, everyone
expects that non-resilient states are inherently attracted to an open posture, otherwise there would
be no reason to make an adverse inference from seeing a state switch from one strategy to the other.
That is, the signal implied by the switching of strategies only makes sense if countries already believe
that open postures imply weakness. But there is no reason why this has to be the case. In a world
where all countries always pursued a strategy of having an open diplomatic posture during all wars
the problem would go away.
So why are there ever closed postures? The answer, with respect to these cases, seems to be that a
closed posture is the result of absolute war aims, as when the avowed goal of the state is total victory
over the adversary—or when the initial goal of one side is not really open to compromise. In such a
circumstance an open posture is irrelevant and, even if it only implies the smallest of costs, a
pointless strategy. Why would states bother talking to enemies they have every intention of
completely defeating, or when the goal is producing a fait accompli?
To start, consider the Chinese strategy when China entered the Korean War in October in 1950.
When it did so, as Masto shows, Chairman Mao Zedong had one goal in mind: removing UN and
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American forces from the peninsula. Such an absolute goal did not leave much room for compromise
and thus made an open diplomatic strategy pointless. In fact, it was not until Mao determined that he
must update his military objective that an open diplomatic strategy made sense. But the conditions of
costly conversation then arise. When is it best to open, and what are the costs and implications of
changing the diplomatic strategy both on potential settlements, and maybe more importantly, the war
effort? Mastro gives us a convincing and detailed explanation of that process.
The Sino-Indian case is a little harder to match exactly with the theoretical argument, but that is
largely because it is unclear how India got trapped in a closed diplomatic stance at the beginning of
the war. Beginning with China’s open diplomatic stance makes much sense of the incentives and the
interconnectedness of diplomatic and military strategies. The Chinese were at the same time making
military moves on the border and open to reaching a peaceful settlement that finally demarked the
boundary between Chinese and Indian territory. They were working from a position of strength but,
from the beginning, Premier Zhou Enlai was open to a diplomatic solution. This makes a lot of sense
given the many items on China’s domestic and international agenda in 1962.
In the case of India during the Sino-Indian War, the narrative makes more sense if one starts with the
assumption that the first action in this war was India’s Forward Strategy. At first, Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru believed that the local balance of power favored India in the border region and that
India could grab the territory and generate a fait accompli without provoking a Chinese response.[28]
Obviously that failed, but at that point the closed posture was a fact on the ground. This seems
unfortunate because Nehru explicitly had a policy of being always open to talks, which, if he had
followed through on during the Forward Policy, would have left no room for adverse inference.[29]
This is an example where, if Nehru had maintained his reputation for always being open to talks, the
adverse inference would have been defused. There is no inference to be made if the underlying
condition of resilience does not affect the diplomatic strategy. But once India had gone down the
road of a closed posture, there was no way out and the logic of costly conversation drove decisionmaking around diplomatic strategy.
North Vietnam is a very insightful case, but also not a perfect match to the story. On the one hand,
the adverse inference effect is clearly present. The evidence shows a deep concern that an open
diplomatic strategy would lead the U.S. to believe that its bombing strategy was softening Hanoi’s
resolve and, most importantly, that such an action might increase the amount of resources the U.S.
was willing to allocate to the war effort (109). It is not clear if the North Vietnamese ever had any
intention of pursuing a peace deal, even when they opened the channel for direct diplomatic
communication after the Tet Offensive. Like China in the early phases of its entry in the Korean War,
the North Vietnamese leadership’s objectives were not really compatible with compromise, and even
their internal documents note that opening direct talks would not mean lessening the war effort
(108). In fact, they hoped that the initial phase of opening might give them an opportunity to regroup
and also move more freely in the absence of the bombing campaign.
In this way, the Vietnam case emphasizes more the consequences of adverse inference on the
opponent’s level of effort when the country with the closed strategy knows that it is not ready to
reach an agreement at that time. Again, we find here that military goals and strategies that are not
compatible with compromise make opening difficult or even irrelevant.
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What these examples show us is that Mastro’s argument that diplomacy and war are not alternative
ways of settling a dispute but rather are connected by the overall political strategy is, in an important
way, even stronger than she claims. In defining the modest scope conditions for the work, focusing
on the decision to start costly conversations about peace, The Cost of Conversation does not make the
even stronger connection that some war strategies are so deeply connected to diplomatic strategies
that they can only be chosen together. This has important implications not only for the path of war,
but also how we should think about strategies during war initiation and even crisis bargaining.
Mastro has written a compelling and interesting book that brings to the forefront an important
question of wartime politics: under what conditions can we expect belligerents to open the door to
peace talks? The answer is not obvious, and the historical record shows us that the timing of talks
varies in ways we did not understand. Here we learn that an important factor, may be the most
important factor, that determines the decision to transition from a closed diplomatic posture to open
direct talks is managing the adverse inferences the enemy may make about one’s capacity or
willingness to fight if one agree to open a channel of communication. In the end, the narratives
constructed from primary sources, semi-structured interviews, and the secondary sources paint a
compelling picture of the strategic costs of conversation. This is a significant contribution to our
understanding of how diplomatic and military strategies co-evolve to shape the trajectory of war.

Review by Robert F. Trager, University of California, Los Angeles
Oriana Skylar Mastro has written a compelling account of why and when states come to the
negotiating table during wartime. Offering to do so poses the danger of appearing weak, she writes;
states are willing to talk when factors such as battlefield events mitigate this risk. While journalistic
accounts and some scholarship tend to treat talks between adversaries as an unalloyed benefit to all,
Mastro explains why this is not the case. Her work offers four carefully researched, convincing case
studies supported by interviews of key decision-makers.
In war and outside of it, states draw inferences from the mere fact of talks. Outside of war, the
movements of leaders and envoys are carefully tracked for this reason.[30] Indeed, merely broaching a
topic can be informative. In the middle of the nineteenth century, for instance, when the Tsar
broached the topic of dividing the Ottoman Empire with the British Envoy George Hamilton Seymour,
many concluded that the Tsar intended to bring about the Empire's dissolution.[31]
When nations are at war, as Mastro explains, willingness to talk carries even more weight. In fact, it
serves as an important signal of resolve in itself. Talks are often the place to work out the details of
negotiated solutions, and those details – what would a simultaneous withdrawal from the border look
like, when would it take place, and the like – are necessary to an agreement. Since concessions
cannot be made without coordination of this sort, unwillingness to talk is a strong signal of resolve,
particularly so during a war when delay is inherently costly.[32]
The analysis does not rule out other routes to negotiations, however, including one in which Mastro
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expresses doubt: increasing pressure from one side may force another to negotiate. This did not
work for the United States in Vietnam, but we do not have a strong reason to believe that it never
does. Indeed, many wars seem to end when battlefield victories convince one side to make political
concessions to the other. In this regard, consider the decision of Russia to negotiate the peace
agreement that ended the Crimean War. Russia was determined to revise the settlement on the day
that it signed it, but understood that an end to the fighting would allow it to reconstitute its forces,
improving its position. As the Tsar said at the time, “we'll wait for our time to come.”[33] Thus, it was
the military victories of British and French combined with pressure from Austria that forced Russia to
negotiate a settlement it did not like and was determined to overturn. Mastro's analysis also does not
rule out other reasons states refrain from talking. In some of the cases the book discusses, for
instance, states use talks to play for time. Mastro recognizes the importance of this, and in these
cases, the state being ‘played’ understands this danger, but is willing to pursue talks in any case. In
other cases, however, states refuse to be drawn in to negotiations for fear that they may be a ruse to
gain operational advantage.
There are other alternative hypotheses. One is that the factors that make the war happen in the first
place also determine states' willingness to go to the negotiating table. In this sense, it is difficult to
separate out the study of what makes wars stop from the study of what makes them start. This point
can be appreciated in the U.S. refusal to negotiate directly with Iraq after the start of the air
campaign but before the ground invasion in 1991. The U.S. goal, by that point, was to reduce the
capabilities of the Iraq military and thereby change the balance of power in the region. This was the
reason the war continued. Iraq, by contrast, was willing to negotiate.[34] Similarly, before the First
World War, Austria-Hungary had decided that its greatest fear was a negotiated solution. It is no
wonder therefore that it did not want to talk in the early days of the war. This was a case where
Austria-Hungary did not fear looking weak - it feared that Serbia might not be sufficiently resolved to
fight and thus that the war, which Austria considered necessary, would be avoided.[35] Thus, an
alternative explanation for the reticence of powers to talk in the early days of wars is that whatever
made them decide to fight in the first place also makes them unwilling to talk for the time being.
The analysis discounts the role of pressure from international third parties as a significant factor in
deciding when to negotiate, but the extent to which this is warranted may still be unclear. Why, for
instance, did Hitler's Germany declare war on the United States after the Japanese attack on Pearl
Harbor? It did so because of the fear of what it would mean for the alliance with Japan if Germany
did not and the belief that Germany would eventually end up at war with the U.S. whatever Germany
did.[36] The importance of the international audience - Japan - in forcing Germany's declaration can be
clearly seen. Japan was not a “powerful patron,” as Mastro says is required for such considerations
to carry weight (29), but only an important ally. If Germany's interest in maintaining its alliance with
Japan was important on the day Germany declared war, it must have been important on the day after
too. It would therefore have been a factor influencing German willingness to discuss terms of
settlement before and after the declaration. Thus, in Mastro's account, the role of some factors may
be reduced more than is warranted.
Overall, the book is excellent, and even exciting to read. It poses questions provocatively. It
describes the thinking of decision-makers at crucial junctures authoritatively. The dynamics the book
describes are real, and, as Mastro argues, they often constitute the most important factors explaining
state decisions to negotiate in wartime.
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