
The difference be-
tween war and peace often depends on what states communicate to one an-
other.1 Yet decision-makers in one state frequently fail to understand what
decision-makers in another are trying to say.2 Such communication failures—
or inabilities to achieve mutual understanding—impose consequential costs in
international politics, creating missed opportunities for cooperation and risk-
ing elevated hostility and rivalry between states. Historically, communication
failures at key junctures have pushed decision-makers down the road to nu-
merous conºicts, including World War I,3 the Korean War,4 and the U.S.-China
trade war.5 Currently, decision-makers across the globe worry that miscom-
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munication between the United States and China could push the world’s two
strongest economic and military powers toward conºict.6

Under what conditions does communication between states fail? Existing
scholarship emphasizes two central pathways to communication failure. The
ªrst is perceived insincerity of the sender—or judgments that a country’s be-
havior will not live up to its decision-makers’ statements.7 Leaders frequently
misrepresent themselves during bargaining, meaning that communication
can fail because receivers doubt whether the sender is telling the truth.8

Whether states can achieve mutual understanding thus hinges on factors that
bestow the perception of sincerity, such as an action’s costliness,9 the balance
of power,10 reputation,11 regime or leader attributes,12 and personal impres-
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sions.13 A second pathway is receiver misperception—or when communication
fails because information processing errors, cognitive biases, or ineffective
decision-making in the receiving country lead the receiving country’s leaders to
make inaccurate inferences about a sending country’s message.14

Yet history is replete with examples of states failing to arrive at mutual
understanding, even when senders were perceived as sincere and receivers
processed information effectively. At the peak of the Cuban missile crisis, for
example, U.S. decision-makers struggled to understand Soviet willingness to
reach a peaceful resolution, in part because the Kremlin dispatched strikingly
contradictory cables within days of each other.15 During the 2017 Korean nu-
clear crisis, it was not ineffective decision-making in Pyongyang that led North
Korean ofªcials to misunderstand the United States’ messages; they misunder-
stood the messages because White House ofªcials had “so clearly contradicted
the President.”16

This article sheds light on such cases by developing an alternative logic of
communication failure, whereby a state’s bureaucratic institutions shape the
noisiness of interstate communication. Our institutional theory of communica-
tion failure makes two core claims. First, drawing on information theory, we
argue that transmission noise—when a sender’s intended meaning is corrupted
or changed before it reaches a receiver—impedes communication between
states.17 In international politics, an important source of transmission noise is
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the division of labor within states. Coordination and agency problems be-
tween leaders (presidents, prime ministers, and dictators) and their foreign
policy bureaucrats can alter a leader’s meaning as bureaucrats compose, en-
code, and broadcast that meaning as signals—words or actions intended to
convey the leader’s message. As a result, the message that the receiving state
obtains can differ from what the sending leader intended.

Our second claim is that the structure of bureaucratic institutions—the formal
and informal rules and procedures deªning how leaders and bureaucrats
interact—can raise or lower the level of transmission noise.18 Open institu-
tions, or rules prescribing routinized contact and information ºow between
leaders and bureaucrats, reduce transmission noise. Closed institutions, or
rules that impede leader-bureaucrat information ºow, increase transmission
noise. In short, our theory explains communication failures between states as a
function of institutional structures within states.

To probe the theory, the article analyzes signal transmission processes on
the sender side before and after major institutional reforms in India during the
mid-1960s. The paired comparison provides strong analytical leverage to dem-
onstrate how institutions change transmission noise levels, holding constant
other sender-side attributes, such as regime type, that may also shape commu-
nication. For each period, we measure India’s institutional structure generally,
identifying differences in rules and procedures for coordination and monitor-
ing. To capture how institutional changes affected international communi-
cation in this period, we apply process-tracing to an especially rich set of
primary source documents that cover two crises immediately before and after
India’s institutional reforms: the 1962 Sino-Indian War and the 1965 Indo-
Pakistani War.19 We analyze archival materials from six different countries—
China, India, Pakistan, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom (UK), and
the United States—to trace to what extent the bureaucracy transmitted the
leader’s preferred messages.20 Our analysis shows how sender-side institu-
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tional pathologies contributed to receiver-side misunderstanding. In 1962,
India’s closed institutions produced ample transmission noise, which created
misunderstanding during negotiations with China. In contrast, in 1965, India’s
reformed institutions minimized noise during negotiations with Pakistan,
thereby setting conditions for mutual understanding at the Tashkent sum-
mit the following year.

Our theory and ªndings illuminate a new and underappreciated mechanism
by which communication between states breaks down. Traditionally, scholars
suggest that sender-receiver gaps stem from the baseline noise of the interna-
tional system,21 coupled with receiver errors, such as psychological biases22 and
organizational inefªciencies.23 But international communication is a two-way
street. Our argument substantiates how senders can contribute to misunder-
standing via transmission noise. Some misunderstandings originate in the bu-
reaucracy’s inability to effectively articulate what leaders want to say. This
article demonstrates the critical and underexamined role that the sender’s side
plays in communication failures.
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These insights into the deleterious effects of noise on international commu-
nication have important implications for the study of war more broadly. Com-
munication failure and the onset of war are two distinct phenomena. Yet
incomplete information and miscalculation rank among the most important
reasons that state leaders decide to use military force.24 Our theoretical frame-
work provides an original logic that explains variation in the clarity of signals
available to receivers as they decide whether to accept the gamble of war, in-
cluding during two critical historical cases. In the Sino-Indian War, we show
that New Delhi’s noisy signals led Beijing to make inaccurate assessments that
prompted the onset of the conºict. In the Indo-Pakistani War, our analysis
demonstrates how senders can help receivers avoid misperception, even when
the receiver’s decision-making institutions are primed for communication
errors because of poor coordination and monitoring.25

Drawing attention to sender-side bureaucratic institutions has important
implications for contemporary policymakers as well. The theory and ªndings
illustrate how unclear communication rooted in institutional pathologies may
undermine communication strategies aimed at coercion, reassurance, and cri-
sis management. But the argument and analysis also demonstrate how institu-
tional solutions to these pathologies—such as leaders regularly interacting
with and monitoring bureaucratic agents—can improve communication. In
the future, effective diplomacy between countries ranging from the United
States and China to India and Pakistan may depend in part on whether leaders
can solve their institutional problems through these or other measures that de-
crease the noisiness of communication between states.26

The article proceeds as follows. The ªrst section develops an institutional
theory of international communication failures that focuses on the sending
side. We introduce the concept of transmission noise as a pathway to miscom-
munication and then theorize how bureaucratic institutions affect the noisi-
ness of signal transmissions. The second section describes the research design,
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including our case selection criteria, approach to measurement, and data col-
lection process. The third and fourth sections present the cases. The ªfth sec-
tion considers alternative explanations for communication success and failure
in our case studies. The conclusion discusses implications for the study of in-
ternational politics and for policymakers.

An Institutional Theory of International Communication Failure

Communication—the exchange of information—is a pivotal part of interna-
tional politics. States communicate to articulate positions, make demands,
offer concessions, debate policies, and render judgments.27 These communica-
tions typically take the form of signals: statements (e.g., a démarche, remarks
during a face-to-face meeting) or actions (e.g., military mobilization) intended
to convey meaning between a sender and a receiver.28 Shared understanding
between sender and receiver is a cardinal goal of these signals. Successful
communication is thus deªned as when the receiver infers the same meaning
from the statement or action that the sender intended; unsuccessful com-
munication is when receivers infer a meaning that is different from what the
sender intended.

Previous scholarship emphasizes two central challenges to reaching mutual
understanding. One roadblock stems from the receiver’s perceptions of the
sender’s sincerity—subjective judgments concerning “the likelihood that a
state will behave in a manner consistent with its leaders’ statements and prom-
ises.”29 Looming over these strategic interactions is a sending state’s ability
to misrepresent itself. Such potential for misrepresentation forces a receiver to
judge whether the sender is telling the truth. In this view, effective communi-
cation occurs when situational or dispositional factors surrounding a signal’s
transmission—such as past behavior,30 signal costliness,31 regime type,32 and
leader attributes33—convey sincerity. Across these theoretical models, whether
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a message is informative has more to do with the sender’s characteristics and
how they communicate than with the message’s substance.

There is more to effective communication, however, than knowing whether
the sender is telling the truth. A second challenge to mutual understanding lies
in misperception—subjective differences in how communicators understand
the same message. These gaps between sender meaning and receiver inter-
pretation can stem from cognitive biases, such as motivated reasoning and re-
actance.34 Gaps may also stem from organizational inefªciencies that prevent
delivery of complete or accurate information to decision-makers in the receiv-
ing state,35 or from other intelligence failures.36

The receiver’s ability to understand the sender’s message depends in part
on the message’s substantive properties—that is, its literal contents and their
subjective meaning. In everyday communication, some messages are complete
and precisely articulate what an individual means, whereas other messages
omit critical information or are imprecise. Thus, sender-receiver gaps may
stem from not only receiver errors but also the sender’s transmissions. This
intuition suggests two questions. First, how can a sender transmit their sub-
stantive meaning to the receiver as they intend? Second, what conditions mod-
erate these pathways to information loss? We discuss each in turn.

the signal-to-noise ratio and states’ division of labor

To conceptualize how states can reliably communicate meaning, we turn to
information theory—a ªeld of communication studies that focuses on the reli-
able transmission of messages across channels.

Drawing on Claude Shannon’s canonical framework, we model communi-
cation as a four-step process: A sender (1) encodes intended meaning into a
signal that is (2) broadcast over a channel (i.e., a medium or interaction jointly
accessible to sender and receiver) before a receiver (3) collects and (4) decodes
the signal.37 Here, encoding denotes selecting a signal to convey a sender’s in-
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tended meaning, broadcasting denotes revealing the signal, collection denotes
detecting the signal, and decoding denotes inferring the sender’s meaning
from the signal.

Information theory emphasizes three properties of communication channels.
First, introducing noise into the channel degrades communication. Noise is
deªned as a change to a signal’s substantive meaning while in transit between
source and destination.38 As a result, the message that the receiver obtains
is different from what the source transmitted. Second, different channels fea-
ture different signal-to-noise ratios—or rates at which the transmitter sends
the source’s intended message relative to changed or corrupted messages. In
systems with high signal-to-noise ratios, the source’s message is “strong” be-
cause a high proportion of messages transmitted through the channel reºect
the source’s intended meaning. In systems with low signal-to-noise ratios, the
source’s message is “weak” because there is a high number of noisy messages
transmitted through the channel. Third, a transmitter’s internal properties
shape the signal-to-noise ratio. In short, the signal-to-noise ratio is a variable
that depends in part on the properties of the transmitter.

the organizational origins of sender transmission noise

We argue that communication between states follows an analogous process.
Our core contention is that the division of labor between leaders and bureau-
crats can introduce transmission noise during communications with other
states.39 Figure 1 depicts a stylized conªguration of interstate communication.
While leaders may sometimes speak directly (dotted gray lines), they regularly
delegate communication to bureaucrats (black lines). If leaders rather than the
bureaucrats who serve them are responsible for deciding the most consequen-
tial matters of international politics, then it makes sense to evaluate how mes-
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sages change between these two “leader nodes.” In this study we theorize the
sending side.

In international communication, noise generally falls into two categories.40

Noise can arise when bureaucrats dispatch written or verbal messages that de-
viate from the meaning that the leader wishes to convey. It can also arise when
a bureaucratic action, such as a military mobilization, conveys meaning to re-
ceivers in other states that differs from what the leader intended. Put differ-
ently, in a world without delegation, the leader would have chosen a different
set of words or actions that more accurately conveyed what they meant.41 In
both cases, noise is analogous to a game of “telephone,” in which the meaning
of the initial word or phrase changes as each player whispers their interpreta-
tion of the message to the next player.42
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Figure 1. A Model of Interstate Communication with Divided Labor

SOURCE: Shannon, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication.”
NOTE: Solid black lines denote the path of an interstate signal with divided labor between

leaders and the foreign policy bureaucracy. Each numbered circle represents a part of
Shannon’s model: (1) encoding; (2) broadcast; (3) collection; and (4) decoding. Dotted
gray lines denote alternative communication paths between leaders.
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We identify two logics by which leaders and bureaucracies introduce
transmission noise.43 First, coordination problems can lead the transmitting bu-
reaucracy to misunderstand what its leader wants to convey.44 One possibility
is that leaders introduce noise because they fail to compose messages that ac-
curately represent their intended meaning. These composition issues can stem
from human error (e.g., a slip of the tongue in meetings with subordinates),
when leaders accidentally send messages that differ from the desired signal.
Problems can also result from a leader’s own ability to engage in strategic rea-
soning or self-control. For example, President Trump’s 2017 threat to rain “ªre
and fury” on North Korea contrasted sharply with his apparent desire for rap-
prochement with Pyongyang.45 The signals that leaders directly transmit to
other state actors (gray lines in ªgure 1) or indirectly transmit through their
own state agents (black lines in ªgure 1) can thus differ substantively from
their intended meaning.

Another possibility is that transmitting bureaucracies introduce noise by
failing to accurately encode the signal because they misunderstand what the
leader wants.46 Even when their preferences are aligned, leaders and bureau-
crats may struggle to speak with one voice. In the absence of routine interac-
tions and standard procedures for formulating policy, bureaucrats may be
left to speculate about how the leader would respond. Before the Persian Gulf
War, the White House and State Department opposed Iraqi aggression against
Kuwait. Yet U.S. ambassador April Glaspie did not have a démarche from
Washington in hand when she met with Saddam Hussein in July 1990, so she
merely reiterated the long-standing U.S. policy that border disputes should be
resolved through negotiations rather than force.47 Lack of coordination among
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bureaucracies can also lead them to interpret the leader’s intended meaning
differently and transmit different messages as a result. For instance, after a
North Korean submarine sank the South Korean corvette, Cheonan, in 2010, un-
clear guidance from the Chinese leadership led the foreign ministry and mili-
tary to release contradictory statements.48

Second, agency problems can lead the transmitting bureaucracy to introduce
noise by deliberately modifying the substance of the message even if it under-
stands what the leader wants to convey. Leaders and bureaucrats consider in-
ternational signaling from different perspectives,49 have access to different
information,50 and thus may disagree over the optimal message to transmit.
Moreover, signaling strategies affect bureaucratic organizations’ parochial in-
terests, which may motivate them to prefer different signals.51 As a result, the
leader’s intended message is corrupted or changed by bureaucrats willfully re-
fusing to transmit it or deliberately transmitting a different messag. In a public
message early in the Korean War to the Veterans of Foreign Wars, for instance,
General Douglas MacArthur characterized President Harry Truman’s argu-
ments for decreasing defense commitments toward Taiwan as the “fallacious”
and “threadbare” position of ofªcials who “do not understand” the region.52

sender transmission noise and mutual understanding

Transmission noise produces gaps between sender and receiver mutual under-
standing in two ways. First, it degrades message integrity by corrupting its
contents. If bureaucrats in the transmitting state misunderstand or disregard
the leader’s intended message, they may “inadvertently, if not deliberately,
give unclear or misleading signals to ofªcials in other countries.”53

Second, transmission noise creates message inconsistency, or “mixed sig-
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nals,”54 which occur when bureaucracies simultaneously transmit corrupted
and uncorrupted signals. The presence of noise alongside the leader’s in-
tended signal impairs the receiver’s ability to separate relevant and irrelevant
details—what social psychologists call “dilution effects.”55 When provided
with noisy information, receivers tend to discard even the important pieces in
making their judgments.

In addition, mixed signals can exacerbate receivers’ cognitive biases. When
presented with multiple contradictory signals, negativity bias may lead receiv-
ers to overvalue signals that support worst-case outcomes rather than the
sender’s intent.56 Receivers often assume duplicity, rather than mere incoher-
ence, when they receive multiple, inconsistent messages.57 Contradictory sig-
nals further exacerbate motivated reasoning, such that receivers overvalue
signals that support their prior beliefs.58 As the communication channel be-
comes noisier, contradictory information introduces ambiguity, which leads
receivers to fall back on their worldviews and values rather than attempt
to decipher inconsistent signals.

In sum, domestic institutional pathologies introduce transmission noise to
international communication, which in turn degrades the receiver’s ability
to understand the sender’s message. Under what conditions are such patholo-
gies more pernicious—and, as a result, when is transmission noise more likely
to drown out the leader’s signal?

bureaucratic institutions and transmission noise

We argue that the structure of domestic bureaucratic institutions affects the
level of transmission noise by shaping the state’s ability to solve coordination
and agency problems. Following Douglass North, we deªne institutions as the
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formal and informal rules and procedures that establish the roles, constraints,
and expectations of actors.59 Bureaucratic institutions are thus the rules that
structure interactions between political leaders and a state’s bureaucratic orga-
nizations responsible for implementing foreign policy actions. If electoral insti-
tutions are the rules shaping leader selection (e.g., by popular vote, as in a
democracy), bureaucratic institutions are the rules that shape how bureaucrats
interact with their political leaders.

One of the central ways that states differ from one another is the level of in-
stitutional openness between leaders and the bureaucracy.60 We deªne open
institutional structures as rules and norms that standardize how leaders and
bureaucrats interact, creating stable procedures for how to deliver advice
and formulate policy. Establishing coordination routines, for example, pro-
vides opportunities for leaders and bureaucrats to get into the same room
and onto the same page. As Robert Keohane posits, “Forums for meetings and
secretariats . . . can act as catalysts for agreement . . . establishing rules
and principles at the outset makes it unnecessary to renegotiate them each
time a speciªc question arises.”61 During the Dwight Eisenhower admini-
stration, the United States adopted mechanisms alongside the U.S. National
Security Council—such as the Planning Board, Operations Coordination
Board, and Special Assistant for National Security Affairs—to facilitate these
internal connections.62

Institutional openness affects the level of transmission noise that the state
emits. First, open structures help leaders solve coordination problems by
allowing them to provide guidance to their bureaucratic representatives. Dur-
ing the John F. Kennedy administration, for example, the National Security
Council crafted and disseminated hundreds of “action memos” to provide ex-
plicit policy guardrails to subordinate bureaucracies engaged in signaling ac-
tivity.63 In China, one of the primary functions of the Central Committee
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General Ofªce is to issue “central directives” (zhongfa) to subsidiary organiza-
tions, such as the military and the foreign ministry.64 Open structures also ease
the costs of extracting additional guidance when bureaucrats are unsure or
when existing guidance proves insufªcient for new or complex circumstances.
In short, open structures connect leaders with bureaucrats and bureaucrats
with one another. These connections increase the odds that states consistently
transmit the leader’s intended communication.

Second, open structures help leaders solve agency problems because they
establish feedback loops for leaders to monitor the accuracy of messages.
When leaders and bureaucrats routinely interact, leaders can check that the in-
formation ºowing between them is accurate and that subordinates have car-
ried out their instructions as given. Clear guidance from the leader reduces
bureaucrats’ ability to blame noncompliance on imprecise instructions. Conse-
quently, leaders can discipline bureaucrats who deviate from the leader’s
intended message. The openness of this process also allows other bureaucrats
to monitor one other, identifying when peers transmit unauthorized signals.
Furthermore, knowing that open structures improve the leader’s ability to
monitor them may deter bureaucrats from transmitting signals that deviate
from the leader’s intent.

Not all states possess open structures. Many possess closed structures that
either establish rules precluding leader-bureaucrat interaction or exhibit loose
or nonexistent procedures for delivering advice or formulating policy.65 For ex-
ample, one of the critical ºaws in Imperial Germany’s institutions before
World War I was an absence of “governmental processes” for sharing informa-
tion between bureaucrats.66

Closed structures increase transmission noise in two ways. First, because the
left hand of the state does not know what the right hand is doing, leaders and
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bureaucrats are more likely to transmit different messages. Even if leaders
and bureaucrats prefer the same outcome, they still may send inconsistent
messages because each is unaware of what the other knows. Second, closed
structures can impede monitoring. If leaders and the bureaucracy interact less,
leaders have fewer opportunities to ensure that bureaucratic communications
align with their preferred strategy. Weak linkages between leaders and bureau-
crats afford greater space for the latter to send their preferred message in
deªance of the leader.

Closed structures therefore carry consequences for states’ communication
abilities. For example, the Richard Nixon administration was a comparatively
closed structure. It centralized information-gathering and decision-making au-
thority in the White House and the National Security Council, intentionally
marginalizing other bureaucratic actors. Consequently, the president struggled
to leverage an alert of U.S. nuclear forces as a signal to the Soviet Union about
expediting the end of the Vietnam War. After having been deliberately kept
in the dark about the purpose of the nuclear mobilization, military leaders
selectively implemented Nixon’s orders. General Bruce Holloway, the head
of Strategic Air Command (SAC), successfully lobbied against dispersing
his bomber forces to protect SAC’s organizational resources.67 Secretary of
Defense Melvin Laird recalled intentionally “using a bit of the delay tactic” to
prevent SAC exercises from getting “all fouled up” by a nuclear alert that he
thought was unwise, if not dangerous.68

As summarized in table 1, our theory argues that the structure of bureau-
cratic institutions helps to explain the success and failure of international com-
munication before, during, and after conºict by changing the signal-to-noise
ratio. In closed structures, domestic coordination and agency problems intro-
duce transmission noise into communication channels between states. Noise
degrades mutual understanding because the receivers obtain less accurate,
inconsistent communications from the sender. In contrast, open structures
minimize the level of transmission noise by improving coordination and mon-
itoring, allowing receivers to draw inferences from a set of signals that reºect
the leader’s intended meaning.
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Three additional points are worth noting. First, receiver-side errors can still
introduce noise into the communication channel, whether because of cognitive
biases,69 parochial and dispositional tendencies that color how the receiving
bureaucracy understands signals,70 or incentives for the bureaucracy to
withhold information from the leader.71 In this article, we intentionally set
aside the receiver-side dynamics that other scholars examine. Our argument
is that all else equal, transmission-side institutions can degrade or improve
mutual understanding above the baseline level of difªculty that receiver-side
factors introduce.

Second, while receivers could theoretically weight noise differently depend-
ing on characteristics of the sender’s institutions,72 there are several reasons to
think they do not do so. For one, unlike other domestic institutions (e.g., those
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Table 1. An Institutional Theory of International Communication Failure

Sender’s bureaucratic
institutions
(independent variable)

Transmission noise
(intervening variable)

Mutual understanding
(dependent variable)

OPEN
Sending state possesses
inclusive advisory bodies
with minimal vacancies, staff
support, and standardized
policymaking procedures.

LOW
Sending state leaders
coordinate and monitor
bureaucrats’ signal encoding
and broadcasting, which
reduces transmission noise.

HIGH
Receiving state obtains
accurate and consistent
messages.

CLOSED
Sending state possesses
insular advisory bodies (or
none at all), featuring
vacancies, limited staff
support, and ad hoc
policymaking procedures.

HIGH
Sending state leaders do not
coordinate and monitor
bureaucrats’ signal encoding
and broadcasting, which
increases transmission
noise.

LOW
Receiving state obtains
inaccurate and
inconsistent messages.



for selecting political leaders), it is difªcult for receivers to observe those
characteristics that govern the leader’s foreign policy decision-making. For in-
stance, contemporaries (incorrectly) suggested that Eisenhower was disen-
gaged from day-to-day policymaking when, in fact, he directly oversaw the
signals that Washington dispatched during crises over Dien Bien Phu, Taiwan,
and Berlin.73 In addition, receivers tend to overestimate the level of centraliza-
tion within other states.74 During the Cuban missile crisis, for example, both
the Soviet Union and the United States assumed that the highest levels of gov-
ernment must have approved the other side’s signals.75

Third, one might wonder whether strong political leadership, in itself,
is sufªcient to solve coordination and agency problems. Yet even strong lead-
ers need mechanisms that relay instructions to the bureaucracy about what
message to dispatch, at what time, and to what end. Dismantling such routines
can impair international communication, even under politically strong leaders
who can severely punish the bureaucracy.76 For example, during the Cultural
Revolution, Mao Zedong shifted toward a more closed structure, making far
less use of formal decision-making bodies while siloing information ºows
from diplomatic and military advisers.77 Thereafter, during the 1969 Sino-
Soviet border conºict, Chinese Defense Minister Lin Biao based his order to
mobilize China’s nuclear forces on a misunderstanding of Mao Zedong’s in-
tent, as the paperwork overseeing the proposed mobilization was misrouted
between Lin and Mao.78 Still, political strength may magnify the salubrious ef-
fects of open institutions, affording leaders the ability to punish bureaucrats
who fail to comply with messaging instructions—and perhaps providing room
to establish open institutions in the ªrst place.

Conversely, one might also wonder whether weak political leadership un-
dercuts institutional solutions to coordination problems. Open structure may
be insufªcient to reduce transmission noise when bureaucrats can undermine
weak leaders’ prospects for political survival (e.g., when a defense minister
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mounts a coup or when a foreign minister leaks politically damaging informa-
tion). If leaders have lost this fundamental level of control, bureaucrats are
likely to transmit signals without regard for what the leader wants.
This suggests a scope condition to the institutional component of our the-
ory: Transmission noise may remain high regardless of institutional design
in political environments where political leaders are too weak to control
the bureaucracy.

Research Design

To illustrate our institutional theory of communication failure, we examine two
crises involving India during the 1960s: the 1962 Sino-Indian War79 and the
1965 Indo-Pakistani War.80 While our case analysis does not attempt to pro-
vide a complete account of the factors that contributed to either conflict, it
does shed light on critical decision-making junctures during both conflicts.81

Speciªcally, the evidence identiªes how noisy signaling contributed to a
missed chance for peace during the road to war with China, and how clear
communication contributed to ending the war with Pakistan.

methodology for tracing international communication processes

Existing empirical studies typically rely on behavioral indicators of how sig-
nals shape beliefs.82 This approach requires strong assumptions about states’
abilities to reliably exchange information and about the ways that receivers
update their beliefs on the basis of these communications.83 States often
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change their behavior—seemingly complying with a coercive demand, for
example—for reasons unrelated to communication.84

To address these concerns, we turn to process-tracing. In general, process-
tracing refers to the use of historical records “to identify the intervening causal
process” between independent and dependent variables.85 We apply this
method to international signaling to illustrate how meaning changes or stays
the same as it travels along the four steps in the communication channel illus-
trated in ªgure 1. Our approach examines communications as they pass from
a leader in one state, through the domestic bureaucracy, to a leader in an-
other state.

Our explanatory variable is the level of structural openness within the
sending state’s bureaucratic system. We examine three institutional character-
istics associated with information ºows: whether the state possesses a dedi-
cated advisory body to facilitate contact between leaders and the foreign
policy bureaucracy; whether that body includes appointed representatives
from both the diplomatic and defense ministries, as well as staff to perform co-
ordinating functions; and whether the body is routinely used.86

Our argument has testable implications for our intervening and dependent
variables. First, our theory expects that shifting from closed to open institu-
tional structures will produce lower levels of transmission noise (intervening
variable). We measure transmission noise by tracing the signal transmission
process: What message did the leader intend to send?87 How well did bureau-
crats understand the leader’s guidance? Did the message that bureaucrats sent
inadvertently or intentionally differ from the leader’s intent? In open struc-
tures, the theory expects that transmission noise should be low: Leaders and
bureaucrats within the transmitting state should send the messages that lead-
ers intend. When message inconsistencies occur, they should be deliberate and
coordinated by the leader and their bureaucracies. In closed structures, the the-
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ory expects that transmission noise should be high: Bureaucrats are likely to
transmit messages that are substantively inconsistent with either the leader’s
own messages or other bureaucrats’ messages—and inconsistencies should
not reºect the leader’s deliberate strategy.

The second testable implication is that the level of transmission noise will
shape mutual understanding between the sender and the receiver (dependent
variable), whereby the receiver understands the meaning of the message that
the sender intended to transmit. To measure communication failure, we exam-
ine if the signal that Leader A intended to transmit is the same as the one that
Leader B received. When Leader A sits atop a state with open institutions, our
theory suggests that Leader B is more likely to accurately understand what
Leader A is trying to tell them. When Leader A sits atop a state with closed
institutions, our theory instead expects that Leader B is more likely to misun-
derstand the message that Leader A intended.

case selection

We select two cases that leverage within-country variation in India’s bureau-
cratic structure before and after institutional reforms in the mid-1960s.88 As
summarized in table 2, India transitioned from a closed to an open institu-
tional structure during our study period. We compare India’s transmission
noise and its effects on mutual understanding during two conºicts that
occurred immediately before and after India’s reforms. The ªrst case consid-
ers communications between India and China leading up to diplomatic
talks in Geneva in 1962, when India possessed a closed structure. The second
case considers communications between India and Pakistan before the 1966
Tashkent summit, which took place after India shifted to a comparatively
open structure.

These cases offer several inferential advantages. First, they hold constant
several situational and sender-level characteristics that might shape mutual
understanding alongside bureaucratic structure. The most salient dimension
of the international environment—a bipolar system divided along Cold War
lines—remained unchanged during the two crises. The Soviet Union and the
United States preferred a peaceful settlement and China and Pakistan pro-
vided a modicum of support to each other in both conºicts. Moreover, India’s
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broader set of political institutions did not shift between the two episodes. In
both cases, democratically elected prime ministers were accountable to the
public for their foreign policy choices, meaning that regime type alone cannot
explain variation in communication success.

Second, these crises present a hard test for the theory’s predictions regarding
transmission noise.89 As we highlight in the section on alternative explana-
tions, China’s institutions were designed in ways that existing theories suggest
would have primed them for successful communication in 1962. In contrast,
Pakistan’s institutions in 1965 were designed in ways that scholarship suggests
primed them for failure.90

Third, in each case, there is a well-preserved set of records on both sides of
the crisis. In the India-China case, we rely on the personal papers of Jawaharlal
Nehru, records from the Chinese Communist Party archives, and memoirs of
Indian and Chinese ofªcials who participated in the Geneva negotiations. In
the India-Pakistan case, we rely on the papers of Lal Bahadur Shastri, de-
classiªed records from the Indian Ministry of External Affairs and the United

Lost in Transmission 181
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Table 2. Overview of Case Studies

Case
Sender’s bureaucratic
institutions Transmission noise

Mutual
understanding

India-China
communications
(1962)

CLOSED
• infrequent use of

advisory bodies and
committees

• Nehru appointed himself
as foreign minister

• limited staff support
• ad hoc policymaking

HIGH
• unclear leader

guidance during
Geneva
conference

• Indian delegation
failed to sign joint
communiqué.

LOW
• Chinese

decision-makers
inaccurately
understood
Nehru’s
intended
meaning.

India-Pakistan
communications
(1965)

OPEN
• routine use of

Emergency Committee of
the Cabinet

• appointed foreign
minister and defense
minister

• staff support
• standardized

policymaking

LOW
• clear leader

guidance before
and during
Tashkent summit

• Indian
bureaucracy
broadcast
Shastri’s
messages.

HIGH
• Pakistani

decision-makers
accurately
understood
Shastri’s
intended
meaning.



Nations (UN), and ªrsthand accounts of elite decision-making from partici-
pants in New Delhi and Islamabad. We supplement these documents with
archival records from the Soviet Union, the UK, and the United States.91

Tables 3a and 3b summarize our primary source collection.92

India-China Communication, 1962

In the early 1960s, India’s institutions were comparatively closed; they lacked
routinized connections between the leader and the bureaucracy, particularly
the defense ministry. First, policy planning bodies limited contact between dif-
ferent government entities. Diplomatic and defense decision-making was seg-
regated into two separate bodies: the cabinet’s foreign affairs committee,
which shut out the military service chiefs; and the cabinet’s defense commit-
tee, which excluded senior diplomats.93 Both committees lacked secretarial
support, beyond an intentionally small “military wing” of the cabinet that did
not participate in foreign policy decision-making.

Second, coordination between these two bodies was limited. Nehru did not
appoint a dedicated foreign minister, retaining the ministry’s portfolio for him-
self. Thus, Nehru maintained unusually high access to the foreign ministry but
comparatively less access to the defense ministry. As a result, the Indian de-
fense establishment routinely complained of incomplete and unclear guidance
from the prime minister. Nehru’s instructions were typically relayed in a “ram-
bling manner” that confused subordinates.94

Third, the prime minister did not routinely use India’s advisory bodies, par-
ticularly for considering India’s strategy toward China. Nehru intentionally
excluded the cabinet’s defense committee from decision-making on India’s
border disputes; that body focused only on administrative and budgetary
matters. Other forums for information-sharing across the diplomatic, de-
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fense, and intelligence bureaucracies, such as the Joint Intelligence Committee,
were “moribund.”95

In short, India’s institutional structure provided few mechanisms for the
prime minister and his bureaucratic agents to coordinate India’s messaging to-
ward China. This closed institutional structure prevented India from commu-
nicating effectively, paving the way to misunderstanding and ultimately war.
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Table 3a. Sources for India-China Communications, 1962

Actor Document type Archive/source

Leader A
(Nehru)

Correspondence Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru
(SWJN)a

Bureaucracy A
(India)

Cables
Interview of defense minister
Memoir
Memoir

Ministry of External Affairs Archivesb

Michael Brecherc

P. K. Banerjee (chargé d’affaires)d

Arthur Lall (diplomat at Geneva
conference)e

Bureaucracy B
(China)

Cables

Meetings and correspondence

Interview of Chinese premier
Meetings of the foreign minister
Meetings of the PRC chargé
d’affaires in New Delhi

PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Archives
Zhou Enlai nianpu [Chronicle of Zhou
Enlai]f

Neville Maxwellg

Chen Yi nianpu [Chronicle of Chen Yi]h

Archives of the Russian Federationi

Leader B
(Mao)

Meetings and correspondence Mao Zedong nianpu [Chronicle of Mao
Zedong]j

SOURCES: (a) Jawaharlal Nehru, Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru [SWJN], Second Series,
ed. Sarvepalli Gopal, Vols. 77–78. (New Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial Fund, 2018);
(b) Avtar Singh Bhasin, ed., India-China Relations 1947–2000: A Documentary Study, Vol. 4
(New Delhi: Geetika, 2018); (c) Michael Brecher, India and World Politics: Krishna Menon’s
View of the World (London: Oxford University Press, 1968); (d) Purnendu Kumar Banerjee,
My Peking Memoirs of the Chinese Invasion of India (New York: Clarion Books, 1990);
(e) Arthur Lall, The Emergence of Modern India (New York: Columbia University Press,
1981); (f) Li Ping and Ma Zhisun, eds., Zhou Enlai nianpu, 1949–1976 [Chronicle of Zhou
Enlai, 1949–1976], Vol. 2 (Beijing: Zhonggong zhongyang wenxian chubanshe, 1997);
Neville Maxwell, “The Afterthoughts of Premier Chou,” Sunday Times (London), Decem-
ber 19, 1971; (g) Liu Shufa, ed., Chen Yi nianpu [Chronicle of Chen Yi], Vol. 2 (Beijing:
Renmin chubanshe, 1995); (i) Shen Zhihua, ed., Eluosi jiemi dang’an xuanbian: ZhongSu
guanxi [Selection of declassiªed Russian archival documents: Sino-Soviet relations],
Vol. 9 (Shanghai: Dongfang chuban zhongxin, 2015); (j) Pang Xianzhi and Feng Hui, eds.,
Mao Zedong nianpu, 1949–1976 [Chronicle of Mao Zedong, 1949–1976], Vol. 5 (Beijing:
Zhongyang wenxian chubanshe, 2013).



india’s high transmission noise

In the summer of 1962, relations between India and China deteriorated in the
wake of escalating tensions over unresolved border disputes. After failed ne-
gotiations in April 1960, both India and China attempted to improve their mili-
tary control over contested territory. As Indian and Chinese military forces
closed in on each other, military confrontations occurred in the Chip Chap and
Galwan Valleys in May and July 1962, respectively.96

From June to August 1962, however, Nehru attempted to shift India’s bar-
gaining position to reach a diplomatic settlement.97 Nehru’s position consisted
of two key points. First, Nehru was open to negotiations. Nehru had long har-
bored the desire to reach a negotiated compromise with China on the border
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Table 3b. Sources for India-Pakistan Communications, 1965

Actor Document type Archive/source

Leader A
(Shastri)

Meeting records
Memoir

L. B. Shastri Papers, J. Nehru Memorial Library
Joint Secretary C. P. Srivastavaa

Bureaucracy A
(India)

Cables
Diary
Memoir

Ministry of External Affairs Archivesb

Defence Minister Y. B. Chavanc

Foreign Secretary C. S. Jhad

Bureaucracy B
(Pakistan)

Meeting records of the
foreign secretary
Memoir

National Archives (UK)

Iqbal Akhund (diplomat at Tashkent summit)e

Leader B
(Ayub)

Meetings and
correspondence
Memoir

National Archives (UK); Foreign Relations of the
United States, 1964–1968 f

Altaf Gauhar (Pakistani civil servant in Ayub
Khan administration)g

SOURCES: (a) C. P. Srivastava, Lal Bahadur Shastri: A Life of Truth in Politics (Columbia, MO:
South Asia Books, 1998); (b) Avtar Singh Bhasin, ed., India-Pakistan Relations 1947–2007:
A Documentary Study, Vol. 2 (New Delhi: Geetika, 2012); (c) R. D. Pradhan, 1965 War, The
Inside Story: Defence Minister Y. B. Chavan’s Diary of India-Pakistan War (New Delhi: At-
lantic, 2007); (d) Jha, From Bandung to Tashkent; (e) Iqbal Akhund, Memoirs of a By-
stander: A Life in Diplomacy (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 1997); (f) Foreign
Relations of the United States (FRUS), 1964–1968, Vol. 25, South Asia, ed. Gabrielle S.
Mallon and Louis J. Smith (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Ofªce, 2000); (g)
Altaf Gauhar, Ayub Khan: Pakistan’s First Military Ruler (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1996).



issue, and he reafªrmed his interest publicly.98 On June 20, Nehru reiterated
his position to the Indian parliament, stating that both countries were amena-
ble to a settlement that “would not involve too considerable a loss of face” to
China.99 Second, Nehru’s position was ºexible regarding the conditions for
talks. During a press conference on June 13, for instance, Nehru indicated that
military withdrawal from the border—heretofore Delhi’s prerequisite for re-
starting talks with Beijing—was merely a suggestion, implying that Nehru
was open to negotiations without demanding an immediate Chinese with-
drawal.100 During a meeting with the Chinese ambassador the same day,
Nehru similarly proposed that both sides consider possibilities to settle the
war without requiring China to withdraw from the border.101

Closed institutions, however, dramatically increased India’s transmission
noise, setting conditions for communication failure between India and China.
First, closed institutions prevented Indian ofªcials from establishing a com-
mon and consistent signaling strategy toward China. Of the numerous diplo-
matic notes that the Ministry of External Affairs delivered to the Chinese
embassy in India in June, the same month as Nehru’s press conference and
statements in parliament, not one reiterated Nehru’s interests in talks.102 While
the Ministry of External Affairs secretary general and the defense minister ex-
pressed interest in diplomatic talks to the Chinese ambassador in New
Delhi,103 they reportedly did so without clear guidance from Nehru.104 These
messages from the secretary general and the defense minister, which likely re-
ºected Nehru’s position only inadvertently, were drowned out by a ºurry of
diplomatic messages. From July 1 to July 23, the Indian Ministry of External
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Affairs delivered multiple additional notes, none of which suggested that
Nehru was open to talks.105 In parallel, some Indian ofªcials also doubted the
orders that they received. The Indian ambassador in Beijing, for instance, ques-
tioned whether the proper authorities in Delhi had approved instructions to
approach Beijing about talks.106 Thus, even after Nehru communicated directly
with the Chinese ambassador to clarify India’s interest in talks with China,107

ofªcials in Beijing remained unsure of what the prime minister’s position actu-
ally was.108

Second, closed institutions impeded coordination between Indian ofªcials
charged with diplomatic negotiations in Geneva and those executing military
operations on the border. Nehru consistently struggled to gain accurate infor-
mation on how the Indian military was implementing maneuvers along the
border, limiting his ability to control the timing of border actions.109

Third, closed institutions caused informal talks between key Indian and
Chinese ofªcials to break down at the Geneva conference in late July 1962. Be-
fore the conference, Nehru noted that both Defence Minister V. K. Krishna
Menon and Chinese Foreign Minister Chen Yi would be present, which pro-
vided a fortuitous opportunity to meet on the sidelines without attracting pub-
lic attention.110 While Nehru encouraged Menon to use the opportunity to
begin talks, there appears to have been little coordination between the prime
minister and the Indian delegation before the Geneva conference.111 Thus,
when Menon, accompanied by Indian diplomat Arthur Lall, met with Chen
and senior PRC diplomats Zhang Hanfu and Qiao Guanhua on July 22 and 23,
Menon proposed his own position and failed to clarify whether future negotia-
tions could begin without conditions.112

International Security 49:4 186

105. See notes given by the Indian Ministry of External Affairs to the Embassy of China in India
on July 6, 1962 (doc. 1768, pp. 3737–3739), July 11, 1962 (doc. 1770, pp. 3743–3749), July 12, 1962
(doc. 1772, pp. 3750–3751), July 14, 1962 (doc. 1774, pp. 3755–3758), and July 17, 1962 (doc. 1776,
pp. 3760–3763). Available in Bhasin, India-China Relations 1947–2000, Vol. 4.
106. Banerjee, My Peking Memoirs, pp. 51–52.
107. In the Lok Sabha: India-China Border II, August 4, 1962, in Nehru, SWJN, Second Series,
Vol. 78, doc. 405, p. 619.
108. Qing chengqing Pan dashi yu Nihelu de tanhua [Requesting clariªcation on Ambassador
Pan’s conversation with Nehru], July 15, 1962, PRC MFA Archives, ªle 105-01807-01.
109. Gopal, Jawaharlal Nehru, pp. 208–209.
110. Nehru to Menon, July 16, 1962, in Nehru, SWJN, Second Series, Vol. 77, doc. 403, pp. 661–662.
111. For Nehru’s public recounting of his guidance to Menon, see In the Lok Sabha: India-China
Border II, in Nehru, SWJN, Second Series, Vol. 78, doc. 405, p. 619.
112. Lall, The Emergence of Modern India, p. 155. See also interview with Krishna Menon in Brecher,



Most importantly, when the Chinese delegation proposed a joint communi-
qué to afªrm that India viewed the discussions as “constructive and fruit-
ful” and that India intended to pursue “further talks in the near future,”
Menon and Lall lacked instructions on how to respond to this “welcomed”
idea.113 Menon cabled Nehru, who had stayed in India, for guidance. Menon
received the prime minister’s approval of the joint communiqué only after the
Chinese delegation had departed Geneva. As a result, even though Nehru was
in favor, India never agreed to sign the communiqué and China walked away
empty-handed. As Lall later recalled, the “constructive proposal” for talks
staving off further conºict was “left hanging in the air.”114

effect on mutual understanding and the road to war

India’s noisy signaling led Chinese decision-makers to inaccurately conclude
that Nehru was not interested in peace talks. First, Chinese decision-makers
mistakenly believed that the Indian diplomatic position at the Geneva confer-
ence was a sign that Nehru was unwilling to negotiate. Before the conference,
Chinese diplomats in both New Delhi and Beijing saw an opportunity to nego-
tiate with India.115 After reporting to Mao, Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai in-
structed Foreign Minister Chen on July 23 to seize the opportunity at Geneva
to settle arrangements for a new round of talks.116 But Chinese assessments
changed after the Geneva meetings.117 Zhou concluded, apparently in part
because of the unsigned communiqué, that Nehru was unwilling to talk to
China: “What should we do! We tried several times, but [talking] did not
work.”118 Days after the talks ended, China’s chargé d’affairs in New Delhi
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commented that both the embassy and the foreign ministry “originally
thought that tensions between China and India would quickly subside,” but
now he believed that strained relations would persist for “a comparatively
long time.”119 Nehru’s subsequent public denial that Menon had negotiated
with the Chinese delegation120 bolstered China’s new assessments.121 While
Nehru did not intend for the comments to signal a lack of commitment to
continuing peace talks, Chinese decision-makers interpreted his remarks as re-
pudiating the prospects of future peace talks.122

Second, Chinese decision-makers interpreted India’s noisy signals as con-
ªrming their fears of Indian insincerity. On July 26, immediately after the
Geneva talks, the Indian foreign ministry delivered a new note to the Chinese
ambassador afªrming India’s willingness to enter discussions “as soon as
the current tensions have eased and the appropriate climate is created.”123 But
Chinese ofªcials were unaware of the communication breakdown between
Nehru and Menon during the conference, and India’s renewed entreaty thus
appeared insincere.124 Zhou expressed his strong dissatisfaction with Nehru’s
position to the Indian ambassador in Beijing.125 Fearing that India was stalling
to improve its military position, the Chinese foreign ministry delivered a “dis-
appointing” reply on August 4.126 For Chinese ofªcials, India’s military actions
also appeared to undermine the message that India was trying to convey in its
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diplomatic notes. For example, Indian troops attacked Chinese positions the
day before talks in Geneva began127 and ªred on Chinese forces days after
the talks ended.128 As the Chinese ambassador in New Delhi noted, “On the
one hand, the Indian side expresses willingness to negotiate, but on the other
hand it tries to ªnd holes in the western sector, press on our borders, set
up numerous outposts, occupy territory, and create a fait accompli in order
to bargain.”129

Communication failures likely contributed to China’s escalation to war in
the fall of 1962. After China rejected India’s July 26 entreaty, Nehru faced stiff
domestic criticism and abandoned the more ºexible position that he had taken
since June. On August 13, the prime minister told parliament that there would
be no further border talks. As historian Srinath Raghavan notes, “The gridlock
was complete.”130 By mid-September, both Mao and Foreign Minister Chen as-
sessed that a struggle with India was “inevitable.”131 The Politburo Standing
Committee convened to discuss strategy toward India on September 17 and 21
and on October 2,132 and the Central Military Commission issued war orders
in early October.133 It is plausible that clearer communication from India might
have led to a different outcome. Drawing attention to the delayed communica-
tion between Nehru and Menon at Geneva, Arthur Lall, the Indian ofªcial
present during the talks, later noted that “another round of discussions” might
well have “averted” the Sino-Indian War.134
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India-Pakistan Communications, 1965

During the mid-1960s, India reformed its institutions for managing foreign
and defense affairs. Inadequate decision-making during the 1962 Sino-Indian
War spurred these reforms in large part. First, Nehru integrated the defense
and foreign affairs committees into a new body for policy planning: the Emer-
gency Committee of the Cabinet (ECC). The open structure provided a regular
venue for the Indian prime minister and the foreign policy bureaucracy to con-
vene.135 Nehru’s successor, Prime Minister Lal Bahadur Shastri also “strength-
ened” and “institutionalized” the Prime Minister’s Secretariat and Committee
of Secretaries during his term to keep an “octopus-grip over foreign-security
policy making.”136

Second, despite its name, the ECC met routinely in peacetime and be-
came the primary forum for information on routine foreign policy matters, as
well as politico-military strategy under crisis conditions until the 1970s.137

Indian leaders also used other mechanisms for information-sharing within
the government, such as the Joint Intelligence Committee and the Defence
Minister’s Committee.

Third, unlike Nehru, who kept the portfolio of the foreign minister for him-
self, Shastri appointed Swaran Singh to be the foreign minister. The open
structure afforded Singh, as well as Defence Minister Y. B. Chavan and the mil-
itary leadership, routine access to Shastri. As the Indian Ministry of Defence
noted in a subsequent review, “There was complete understanding and trust”
between the civilian government and the military in 1965.138

In short, institutional reforms established a comparatively open institutional
structure by the mid-1960s that enabled India to maintain a low level of trans-
mission noise, paving the way to a successful peace conference.

india’s low transmission noise

In August 1965, Pakistan launched a combined guerrilla campaign and con-
ventional offensive against India to pressure Delhi to concede territory in the
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disputed region of Kashmir.139 India’s successful counterattack, coupled with
international pressure from the superpowers and the UN, led to an uneasy
truce in late September and an offer from Moscow to mediate the conºict. UN
Resolution 211 halted the ªghting,140 yet it left thousands of heavily armed
troops facing off across the ceaseªre line, as each side had gained and lost
signiªcant chunks of territory along its shared border.141 India’s institutional
reforms yielded a markedly lower level of transmission noise in 1965 than in
1962. India’s low-noise messaging in 1965 set conditions for mutual under-
standing and diplomatic talks at Tashkent.

Prime Minister Shastri’s position toward Pakistan consisted of two key
points. First, Shastri was open to negotiations and willing to withdraw Indian
troops from the territory over which they had gained control during the
ªghting. In a December 3 letter to Soviet Premier Alexei Kosygin, Shastri
afªrmed that he was not putting any conditions on the talks.142 In late
December, Shastri asserted that peace was possible “if Pakistan made sincere
and honest attempts at Tashkent to settle the problem.”143 In internal meetings
with the party leadership, Shastri stated that he was “ready to discuss and set-
tle the matters with a peaceful approach” and would also “listen to” the
Pakistani side to uncover “some solution to these ticklish problems.”144 With-
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drawing Indian forces from territory taken during the war, such as the Haji Pir
Pass, was possible if Pakistan made corresponding commitments to withdraw
and to limit border inªltration.

Second, Shastri was adamant that Kashmir would not be on the agenda for
any negotiations with Pakistan, consistent with India’s long-standing position
on this issue. Shastri rejected Pakistan’s initial terms for a ceaseªre, which in-
cluded withdrawing Indian forces from the disputed province.145 After accept-
ing UN Secretary General U Thant’s ceaseªre proposal on September 20, the
Indian prime minister began “availing of every opportunity and every forum
of importance to reiterate India’s determination . . . that in any future negotia-
tions between India and Pakistan, India’s sovereignty over Kashmir would not
be negotiable.”146 As Shastri declared in mid-October, there was “no question
of concessions over underlying political causes if these meant Kashmir.”147 In
mid-November, Shastri pledged to meet with Pakistan’s leadership and “dis-
cuss anything but Kashmir.”148

In contrast to 1962, India’s bureaucracy consistently communicated both
components of Shastri’s stance through a variety of channels. Indian President
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan told U.S. Ambassador to India Chester Bowles that
“he did not think that it was possible to agree to the Kashmir adjustments
that Pakistan has in mind.”149 L. K. Jha, Shastri’s principal secretary, subse-
quently reiterated to Bowles that India “wants nothing” from Pakistan and
was willing “in principle” to participate in direct negotiations at Tashkent.150

British ofªcials understood that India’s terms for negotiations “would mean in
effect an acceptance by Pakistan that . . . they will be giving up their claim for a
settlement of the Kashmir problem.”151 As S. K. Patel, the Indian high commis-
sioner to the UK, told Prime Minister Harold Wilson, although Pakistan “was
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in fact trying to convert a military defeat into a political success . . . it
was essential that Pakistan should be convinced that India wanted peaceful
reations.”152 According to the UK Foreign Ofªce, multiple Indian ofªcials
expressed “without exception” that they accepted the need to “live with
Pakistan.”153 In late December, multiple Indian ofªcials issued statements
noting that their approach to Tashkent would be “ºexible.”154

Open institutions played a critical role in reducing transmission noise. First,
unlike during the summer of 1962, in 1965 India’s coordination bodies facili-
tated frequent contact among foreign policy bureaucrats. The ECC met almost
daily to chart India’s diplomatic strategy, including regular deliberations re-
garding whether and when to accept the UN ceaseªre agreement.155 Second,
compared with Nehru’s poor coordination before the 1962 Geneva meetings, a
more open institutional design facilitated Shastri’s “wide-ranging consulta-
tions” with other senior ofªcials about the forthcoming summit and encour-
aged including in the delegation perspectives from the defense, foreign, and
home ministries, as well as the army.156 As a result, the Indian delegation “ar-
rived in Tashkent with the draft text of a comprehensive declaration based on
India’s own ideas,” accepted feedback from Soviet ofªcials via India’s ambas-
sador to Moscow, and produced “a complete agreement . . . drafted by C. S. Jha
and revised in some important respects by Shastri himself. This draft con-
tained texts on the question of Kashmir . . . which conformed to Shastri’s
views.”157 Third, Shastri and Chavan maintained tight control over military ac-
tions.158 Following persistent ceaseªre violations, the Indian Chief of
Army Staff ordered a “unilateral cessation of ªring by all formations” on
December 26.159 Third-party observers noted that there was “a considerable
decline in the number of incidents” along the ceaseªre line as the sum-
mit approached.160
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effect on mutual understanding and the path to peace

The low transmission noise from India’s communications shaped Pakistani
President Ayub Khan’s understanding of India’s position. First, Ayub accurately
concluded from India’s signals that serious discussion of Kashmir at Tashkent
was unlikely. Ayub grasped from India’s “numerous pronouncements” that its
leadership was “determined to maintain its position that India’s sovereignty
over Kashmir was simply not negotiable.”161 At a December 31 cabinet meeting,
Ayub said that “[in] his judgment” the Indian leadership “would not yield on
Kashmir.” Ayub similarly told U.S. diplomats he believed that the Indians were
“in no mood to be reasonable” on Kashmir.162

Second, India’s signals led Ayub to accurately assess that Shastri was willing
to withdraw troops from the territory in Kashmir that had changed hands as a
result of the ªghting. Ayub initially believed, incorrectly, that Shastri was
not interested in substantive talks and that diplomatic negotiations would not
yield Indian withdrawals. In September, Ayub wrote to Soviet Premier Alexei
Kosygin that the proposed meeting at Tashkent “would not be productive.”163

Ayub commented that he “didn’t think Indians . . . would actually withdraw”
but rather “intended [to] stay in position in Kashmir.”164 If anything, Ayub
suggested that his Indian counterparts were in a “reckless mood,”165 while
Foreign Secretary Aziz Ahmed feared that India was preparing for a “second
round” of ªghting rather than peaceful withdrawal.166

By late December, however, Ayub’s beliefs about the productivity of a diplo-
matic summit and the likelihood of an Indian troop withdrawal had changed.
He expressed hope that the talks could yield progress on issues other than
Kashmir. At the December 31 cabinet meeting, Ayub told his inner circle that
he felt that India “might agree to the withdrawal of forces,” which was
Pakistan’s top priority.167 Ayub privately indicated that restoring normal rela-
tions with India and withdrawing troops along the border were necessary be-
fore there could be “real progress on Kashmir.”168
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Low levels of transmission noise helped Ayub revise his beliefs about the
prospect of stable relations with India before the Tashkent summit—Ayub un-
derstood the message that Shastri was attempting to send. Delhi’s diplomatic
signals conveyed that “the Indians were not a war-like people: they were men
of peace.”169 Indian Ambassador to Moscow T. N. Kaul emphasized how the
summit could restore normal diplomatic and economic relations between
India and Pakistan.170 On the military front, Indian troops reduced violence
along the ceaseªre line, which addressed Ayub’s core concern about the con-
sistency between India’s political and military actions.171 It was therefore sig-
niªcant when press photographs published on January 8 showed the Indian
and Pakistani generals in charge of the tactical withdrawal negotiations “greet-
ing each other” in an “extremely genial atmosphere.”172 As British diplomats
observed, “It is not possible to imagine such pictures appearing a month ago.
This must be taken to indicate the willingness to ease relationships on the part
of Indian authorities.”173 By the summit’s conclusion, Ayub himself was telling
his cabinet of “an opening for co-existence with India” because Shastri “real-
ized [the] necessity of peace for both India and Pakistan.”174

Alternative Explanations for Mutual Understanding

Several alternative explanations for communication success and failure in our
analysis are worth considering. First, consistent with the conventional wis-
dom, one might posit that communication failures stem from perceptions of
sincerity rather than the level of transmission noise.175 Yet in both cases,
decision-makers in Beijing and Islamabad initially doubted India’s sincerity.
Mao, Zhou, and other Chinese leaders feared that India was duplicitous,176 but
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so did Ayub, who told U.S. Ambassador to Pakistan Walter McConaughy on
September 20, 1965, that the “Hindus” were up to their “usual clever trickery
and self-righteousness.”177 Ayub similarly told British interlocutors that he
was “despondent about the Indians.”178 Ayub went so far as to comment
that “we are dealing with a diseased people and don’t know how much con-
trol exists at [the] highest level.”179 Yet India was able to achieve mutual un-
derstanding despite Ayub’s skepticism. In 1962, in contrast, high transmission
noise was a key source of elevated distrust. In the wake of inconsistent Indian
messages, Zhou Enlai commented in August that Nehru had “lost control” of
the government.180

A second alternative explanation might attribute variation in communica-
tion success to receiver-side differences between China and Pakistan. As exist-
ing scholarship on misperception emphasizes, communication can fail because
receivers do not effectively process the information that they receive from the
international environment.181 Yet the institutional structures in Beijing and
Islamabad actually set communication up for success in 1962 and for failure in
1965. China possessed comparatively open institutions during the summer of
1962, meaning that China was primed to effectively process India’s signals
with minimal misperceptions.182 Conversely, Pakistan’s institutions were com-
paratively closed, which meant that Pakistan may have been primed for
misperception in the fall of 1965.183

A third alternative explanation would suggest that it was simply harder
for India to reach a settlement with China than with Pakistan, in part because
the 1962 Sino-Indian negotiations took place before the outbreak of war,
whereas the 1965 Indo-Pakistani negotiations took place after a ceaseªre was
in place. Yet two points militate against attributing variation in communica-
tion success to this factor. First, as noted previously, border skirmishes be-
tween Indian and Pakistani forces persisted even after the UN resolution. In
fact, in his public remarks accepting the resolution, Ayub used the Urdu
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phrase “ªre-bandi” (hold ªre), which suggested the possibility of renewed
hostilities, as opposed to “jang-bandi” (ceaseªre), which would have implied a
deªnitive end to the war.184 While Ayub’s wording was likely aimed at domes-
tic audiences, his framing illustrates the fragility of the peace between India
and Pakistan as the two countries looked to reach a more permanent settle-
ment. Second, Ayub initially believed that negotiations with India were nei-
ther feasible nor likely to yield substantive progress. On September 23, Ayub
told UK Prime Minister Harold Wilson that he saw no point in meeting Shastri
face-to-face. Such a meeting would amount to a “propaganda stunt” during
which “they would merely restate their views and no solution could be
reached.”185 In short, despite the ceaseªre, there was ample room for commu-
nication failure in the months leading up to the Tashkent summit.

A fourth alternative explanation is that India increased its bureaucratic ca-
pacity to transmit more messages, rather than less noisy ones, when it shifted
from closed to open structures from 1962 to 1965. While congruent with our
theory emphasizing the central role of bureaucracy, this explanation would in-
stead posit that improved understanding stemmed from a more capable and
better resourced Indian bureaucracy, as opposed to better coordination and
monitoring between the leader and the bureaucracy. Yet India did not
signiªcantly increase the capacity of its foreign affairs bureaucracy during
this period. The Ministry of External Affairs was actually smaller in 1965
(2,285 personnel) than in 1962 (2,875 personnel).186 In addition, India had dip-
lomatic posts in both China and Pakistan in 1962 and 1965, respectively, and
the ministry’s overseas posts abroad increased only modestly over this period,
from 89 in 1962 to 96 in 1965.187

A ªnal alternative explanation might emphasize relative differences in the
personality, prior executive experience, and political strength of Nehru and
Shastri.188 For instance, low transmission noise under Shastri might have
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stemmed from a stronger political position or more time in ofªce. If anything,
however, the opposite is true. Whereas Nehru governed with wide latitude
and had been prime minister for about ªfteen years at the time of the Geneva
negotiations in the summer of 1962, Shastri was a comparatively weak prime
minister who had been in ofªce for just over a year when the Indo-Pakistani
War began in August 1965.189 Some scholars also suggest that personality or
prior experience shapes a leader’s preferences for different decision-making
procedures, meaning that the different level of transmission noise in 1962 ver-
sus 1965 could simply stem from leadership turnover.190 Yet institutional
change preceded Shastri’s becoming prime minister. Nehru, not Shastri, estab-
lished the key decision-making body on which Shastri relied (the ECC). More-
over, even if Shastri’s personality shaped how he used the ECC, this is also
consistent with our general approach: Leader-level qualities would have
shaped noise levels through the types of institutions that leaders use.

Conclusion

This article has explored the sender-side origins of communication failure as
state decision-makers choose between war and peace. While the existing lit-
erature emphasizes how sender sincerity and receiver misperception shape
mutual understanding between states, it has underappreciated how senders’
transmission noise inºuences communication. Drawing on insights from infor-
mation theory and the logic of bureaucratic institutions, we have developed a
theory of how transmission noise impedes mutual understanding. We ex-
plain how an important source of transmission noise is the division of labor
within states, and how institutional structure moderates the extent to which
divided labor hampers mutual understanding. Open structures reduce costs of
information-sharing between leaders and their foreign policy bureaucracies,
which in turn enables bureaucrats to transmit signals that more closely ac-
cord with the leader’s intended meaning. All else equal, leaders sitting atop
open structures communicate more effectively because their subordinates are
more likely to faithfully implement their signaling orders. In short, institu-
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tional structures within states dramatically shape mutual understanding be-
tween states.

Our theoretical framework sheds light on two of the most consequential
international conºicts in postcolonial South Asia.191 Although multiple factors
contributed to the onset of the 1962 Sino-Indian War, our analysis suggests a
lost chance for peace in 1962 may have stemmed from suboptimal bureaucratic
institutions. In contrast, India’s effective communication toward Pakistan in
1965 is striking, not only because India was able to secure and maintain a
ceaseªre, but because it was able to cut through inefªcient decision-making
in Islamabad.

The theory and ªndings contribute to understanding how bureaucracies
and the noise that they generate shape effective communications in interna-
tional politics.192 Our institutional theory complements the existing literature
on bureaucratic politics, particularly Graham Allison and Philip Zelikow’s
Essence of Decision, which occasionally discusses (but does not explicitly theo-
rize) the signaling effects of organizational pathology.193 We offer the ªrst
systematic theoretical account of how these pathologies undermine communi-
cation. In contrast to Allison and Zelikow, however, our theory emphasizes the
institutional conditions under which these pathologies are likely to emerge—
and points to institutional solutions that might remedy the problems to which
Allison and Zelikow’s theory draws attention.

The theory and ªndings offer two additional contributions to international
relations theory. First, our institutional argument contests canonical accounts
of the democratic peace. A long theoretical tradition suggests that democratic
institutions, such as the existence of multiple political parties, decrease the risk
of communication failure by allowing democracies to send messages that are
perceived as credible.194 The institutional argument advanced in this article in-
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stead suggests that such theories are insufªcient: Open and closed bureau-
cratic institutions—which exist in both democracies and autocracies—shape
whether sending states are able to avoid communication failures by reducing
transmission noise. Indeed, the theory and ªndings show how institutions that
elevate transmission noise can undercut the signaling advantages sometimes
ascribed to democratic regimes—and offer pathways for authoritarian regimes
to also achieve mutual understanding.195 Bureaucratic institutions thus help
explain why institutionalized democracies may fail to communicate effectively
during negotiations over war and peace, and why some authoritarian regimes
are not doomed to communication failures. In short, international communica-
tion is notoriously difªcult not simply because the state lacks characteristics
that make communications appear more sincere, but because some bureaucra-
cies transmit more noise across international borders.

Second, by integrating sender and receiver dynamics into a uniªed frame-
work for studying perception and misperception in international politics, the
article helps ªll an important gap in the literature identiªed by Robert
Jervis.196 While our theory and evidence do not fully meet this objective, our
approach suggests a path forward. Theoretically, applying Shannon’s model of
international communication shows how some receiver misperceptions actu-
ally stem from the choices (and miscalculations) that senders make as they
attempt to convey meaning to others. This insight suggests a fruitful line of in-
quiry for how other sender-side perceptions, dispositions, cultures, and lan-
guages provide the foundation for receiver-side misperception, in parallel to
the organizational challenges of coordinating and overseeing the behemoth
bureaucracies of the modern state to which our argument draws attention.
Empirically, one of the challenges to studying misperception is that scholars
typically have access to only one side of the signaling coin, which limits
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scholars’ ability to judge the accuracy of decision-maker perceptions.197 Our
methodology of process-tracing signals demonstrates how pairing the docu-
mentary records of two states improves our ability to study misperception in
world politics.

Finally, the theory and ªndings offer a key insight for policymakers: Open
institutions can attenuate the communication problems that stem from the di-
vision of labor between leaders and the bureaucracy. Prospectively, this con-
clusion emphasizes the importance of intrastate rules and organizations that
facilitate connections between leaders and bureaucrats, as well as the potential
downsides of cutting such capacity within government. Our argument also
underscores why leaders may wish to engage in face-to-face diplomacy—to
minimize bureaucratic noise when they are unable to adopt open institutional
structures. During the early stages of U.S.-China rapprochement in the early
1970s, for example, in a conversation with Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai,
U.S. National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger bemoaned that the U.S. na-
tional security bureaucracy was “sometimes not perfectly manageable.”198 The
White House preferred to meet in secret and “unencumbered by bureau-
cracy.”199 Thus, leaders may be more likely to centralize and tightly control
diplomatic engagements when they suspect that insubordinate bureaucrats
are delivering garbled messages that deviate from their instructions.
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