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Chapter 24
Deterrence: A Continuation
of Emotional Life with the Admixture
of Violent Means
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“…emotions may be slippery, but they are also by far the most
salient aspect of our lives. They give meaning to everything.”
De Waal 2019, 9–10

Abstract Deterrence is more than anything a psychological mechanism. It depends
on emotions that orchestrate processes across organisms to deal with the challenges
of the present and the future. However, deterrence scholarship has had a turbulent
relationship with emotions. The main aim of this chapter is to review what we know
and what we do not know about emotions and deterrence. The secondary aim is to
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develop a dynamic and interactive emotion-centric model of deterrence to explain
where and how emotions play a role in such a mechanism. We combine the
methods of theoretical analysis and literature review to achieve these aims. Our
findings indicate that emotions give a new meaning to deterrence by changing the
nature of the theory and by highlighting problems of practice. More specifically,
scholars should reconsider both the means and the ends of deterrence. Practitioners
should be aware that deterrence efforts are hard to sustain and may produce emo-
tional effects detrimental to their original purpose.

Keywords emotions � deterrence � psychology � perception � decision-making �
fear � anger � happiness
24.1 Introduction

While traditionally seen as strategy, deterrence is, more than anything, a psycho-
logical mechanism.1 Deterrence is commonly known to comprise the practice, the
process or the situation in which one actor relies on a prospect of harm to persuade
an opponent not to engage in certain specified behaviour. This notion does not do
justice to the salience of the adversary’s agency in the whole process. It is the
adversary who decides the outcome, or, more precisely, the emotions of the
adversary.

Recent research on emotions questions the traditional understanding of deter-
rence. Emotions are not only the consequences of the defender’s actions; they
emerge through the challenger’s interpretation of the situation.2 Once triggered,
specific emotions affect cognitive processes and action (or inaction) in far more
sophisticated ways than has been assumed.3 Finally, emotions may spread, affecting
both domestic and foreign politics and producing second-order effects unintended
by the original deterrent efforts.4 In sum, contemporary research on emotions gives
a new meaning to the very nature of deterrence.

Emotions overlap with several biological and psychological processes already
discussed in the mainstream deterrence literature. Hormones and other neuro-
transmitters are essential for emotions to emerge and their influence on deterrence
has already been explored.5 Emotions, in turn, are responsible for different kinds of

1Payne 2001, p. 30.
2Roseman and Smith 2001, p. 3.
3Lerner et al. 2015.
4Van Kleef and Fischer 2016.
5Payne 2011, pp. 401–403.
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biases that affect decision-making and judgments.6 Indeed, recent research indicates
that this applies even to the effects of framing predicted by prospect theory.7

Likewise, specific emotions affect perceptions and, therefore, change how the
individual sees the world.8 Similarly, emotions and stress interact in dynamic
ways.9 Finally, emotions affect thoughts and beliefs and indirectly shape what some
deterrence scholars have labelled “operational codes” of decision-making.10

Emotions are the one element that orchestrates all these processes to prepare
individuals for the future.11 Therefore, by exploring emotions, this contribution
aims to enhance our understanding of the psychology behind deterrence.

What do we know and what do we not know about emotions and deterrence?
Apart from answering this question, the chapter also develops a dynamic and
interactive emotion-centric model of deterrence to explain where and how emotions
play a role in the mechanism. The rationale behind these two aims is to develop a
tool to examine deterrence from a unique, emotional perspective. The methods to
do so include theoretical analysis and a literature review. We understand emotions
to be “complex, organized subsystems consisting of thoughts, beliefs, motives,
meanings, subjective bodily experiences, and physiological states”.12 This defini-
tion encompasses the relevant components of emotions as identified by various
emotion theories. However, the definition itself is rooted in the appraisal theory of
emotions, which argues that emotions emerge as a consequence of one’s appraisal
of reality rather than as a result of a simple interaction with the world.13 This is a
deliberate choice, because the theory has a decent track-record of success when it
comes to studying emotions in social settings.14 As such, the appraisal theory of
emotions constitutes the best lens available to explore the role of emotion in
deterrence.

By dissecting the emotions related to deterrence, the chapter contributes to the
academic debate, as well as offering insights for practical decision-making. The
academic contribution resides in the interdisciplinary synthesis of psychological
research on emotion with social scientific research on deterrence. Additionally, the
chapter also contributes to the literature on emotions in international relations and

6Engelmann and Hare 2018; Jervis et al. 1985.
7Druckman and McDermott 2008; Stein 2013, p. 384. For the initial work on prospect theory, see
Kahneman et al. 1982.
8Stein 2013, pp. 379–81; Zadra and Clore 2011.
9Lazarus 1993. For the initial treatments of stress in deterrence literature, see Holsti and George
1975.
10Frijda and Mesquita 2000; George 1967.
11Scherer 2013; Cosmides and Tooby 2000.
12Lazarus 2001, p. 67.
13For a comprehensive overview of emotion theories, see Moors 2009.
14Halperin 2015; Markwica 2018.
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strategic studies in general.15 The argument contributes to political and military
practice, enabling practitioners to better understand the emotional effects elicited by
their (or their adversary’s) use of deterrents. This, in turn, may enable states
(wo)men to manipulate these effects to their advantage, or at least to negate the
emotional effects desired by the adversary.

The following section introduces the main themes of contemporary emotion
science and reflects on how these themes have been incorporated into the deterrence
literature. Based on this assessment, we then proceed to develop a dynamic
emotion-centric model of deterrence. Consequently, we examine its explanatory
power by looking a case of the deterrent efforts between the United States and Iran
in early 2020. The concluding section summarizes the implications of our
argument.

24.2 Salient Themes of Contemporary Emotion Science
as Reflected in Deterrence Literature

The psychological study of emotions has been flourishing for the last four decades.
New techniques, such as magnetic resonance imaging, have enabled experts to
study emotions in unprecedented ways. Scientists can now trace emotional reac-
tions across the human brain. As a result, new emotion theories have been devel-
oped, transforming our understanding of what emotions are, how they emerge, and
what their influence is. The vast pool of all these fascinating propositions far
exceeds the scope of this chapter.16 We have selected the themes which are par-
ticularly relevant for deterrence and organized the literature review around them.
The themes include: the emergence of emotions through interpretation, the influ-
ence of specific emotions on cognition and action, and the issue of individual
emotions within collectives (see Table 24.1). In discussing the themes, we focus
mostly on the emotions of fear, anger and happiness. While we also discuss other
emotions in passing, we have chosen these three because of their varied and often
diverging characteristics as well as their common occurrence in everyday (political)
life. Finally, these three emotions are familiar to people across the world, which
makes it easier for our readers to relate to them.17

15For a good introduction to emotions in international relations, see Ariffin et al. 2016. For similar
efforts in strategic studies, see Payne 2018, 2015.
16See for example Keltner et al. 2014.
17Izard 2007.
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Table 24.1 Characteristics of fear, anger, and happiness

Emotion Situation for emergence Impact on
cognition

Impact on behaviour

Fear Appraisal of threat to
one’s objectives

– Risk aversion
– Pessimism
– Feeling a
lack of
control

– Feeling
uncertainty

– Expecting
high effort to
improve the
situation

Motivates freeze, flight, and
fight responses

Anger Appraisal of access to
one’s objectives being
blocked by the specific
other

– Risk
acceptance

– Optimism
– Feeling in
control of the
situation

– Feeling
certain about
the situation

– Expecting
high effort to
improve the
situation

Motivates punishment of others

Happiness Appraisal of successful
access to one’s
objectives

– Risk
acceptance

– Optimism
– Feeling in
control of the
situation

– Feeling
certain about
the situation

– Expecting
low effort to
improve the
situation

Motivates the continuation of
the activity or its termination
(depends on whether the goals
have already been achieved or
not)

We derived the data included in this Table from Druckman and McDermott 2008; Lerner and
Keltner 2000; Lerner and Tiedens 2006; Smith and Ellsworth 1985; Turowski, Man, and
Cunningham 2014
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24.3 Emotions and Interpretation

Emotions do not “just happen” to us, nor do deterrent efforts produce the desired
emotions automatically. It is a person’s interpretation of the situation that deter-
mines if emotions emerge and what shape they take.18 First, the situation has to be
appraised as relevant.19 People do not experience emotions about issues they do not
care about. Furthermore, the character of the ensuing emotion depends on the
meaning we derive from the situation.20 Fear, for example, is likely to appear when
an individual feels access to their objectives threatened, anger when the access to
their objectives is blocked, and happiness when one feels unrestricted access to their
objectives.21 Deterrent efforts can elicit any of these emotions, as well as others, but
the conversion between deterrence threats and emotions is subjective, unstable and
non-linear.

Deterrence scholars have progressed considerably in their understanding of how
emotions emerge. Early experts considered the link between actions and emotions
to be straightforward: the defender would mount a threat and the challenger would
subsequently be frightened.22 There was little room reserved for interpretation. This
(mis)understanding changed with the third wave of deterrence scholarship. Scholars
such as Robert Jervis, Richard Lebow and Janice Gross Stein found that the
challenger often failed to care enough or that he/she interpreted the “threats” in
different ways than the defender intended.23 As Lebow points out, threats may be
interpreted as provocations and, therefore, trigger anger instead of fear.24 Some of
the recent works on deterrence have started to emphasize interpretation as the key to
emotion elicitation. Robin Markwica’s Emotion Choices is a good example, since
the author specifically relied on the appraisal theory of emotions to make his
argument.25 Though not yet mainstream knowledge, the role of interpretation in
deterrence practice has started to be taken seriously in recent years.

However, there is a lot more we do not know. The emergence of specific
emotions on the side of the defender deserves more attention. Psychological states
of defenders are rarely examined in deterrence scholarship.26 At the same time, a
defender’s emotions constitute the engine for the whole deterrence process.
Successful deterrent efforts may make the defender happy while ignored one may

18Moors 2013.
19Frijda and Mesquita 2000.
20Lazarus 2001.
21Smith and Ellsworth 1985.
22Herman Kahn, for example, emphasized that deterrents should be “frightening”, as if that
quality, like all the others he lists, depended on the inherent nature of the tool rather than on the
interpretation of the adversary. See the table in Kahn 1961, p. 146.
23Jervis et al. 1985. See also Payne 2001, p. 31.
24Lebow 2008, p. 552.
25Markwica 2018.
26For a small set of exceptions, see Jervis et al. 1985.
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make him frightened or angry. As the following section will show, the difference
between the specific emotion experienced may contribute to the maintenance or to
the termination of deterrent efforts. The focus on the defender’s emotions is also
important because emotions associated with deterrent efforts may gradually lead to
institutional changes at the home front.27 It is, therefore, necessary to know how
deterrence activity affects the emotions of those who conduct it so as to minimize
deterrence failures and unwanted institutional transformation.

24.4 Emotions and Influence

Specific emotions are unequal in their influence on deterrent efforts. Emotions, both
those experienced and sometimes even those merely anticipated, influence cogni-
tion and behaviour in diverse ways. Psychological research is now clear that the
differences go beyond the simple distinction between positive and negative emo-
tions.28 Anger, for example, is a negative emotion, like fear. However, while fear
tends to make people more risk-averse and pessimistic, anger tends to make people
feel risk-prone and optimistic.29 In this respect, anger resembles positive emotions
more, such as happiness.30 Furthermore, the behavioural influence of emotions
varies with context. Fear, for example, can motivate freezing, fleeing, or fighting.31

Happiness may motivate both the relaxation of efforts and their pursuit, depending
on whether the emotion is experienced or merely anticipated in the future.32

Nonetheless, the research also shows that all emotions may provide a basis for
rational-decision making and action if their experience is appropriate to the char-
acter of the situation.33 Indeed, emotions are essential to take any decision, rational
or not.34 This is because emotions make us care about the consequences of our
actions, which in turn enable us to choose from competing objectives in any given
context.35 The varied and sometimes contradictory influence of specific emotions
makes deterrence efforts a real gamble. The odds for deterrence success may be
improved by educated anticipation but not by reliable prediction.

Deterrence scholarship has progressed gradually in its understanding of emo-
tional influence. Early deterrence scholars viewed emotions as mere adjuncts to
rational calculation, without appreciating the variance in influence. Fear, for

27Lupovici 2018; Sauer 2015.
28Angie et al. 2011; Druckman and McDermott 2008; Lerner and Keltner 2000.
29Keltner and Lerner 2001.
30Lerner and Tiedens 2006.
31Steimer 2002.
32Turowski et al. 2014.
33Hacker 2018, pp. 71–77.
34Phelps et al. 2014.
35Damasio 2005.
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example, was the only emotion discussed but its variable influence on behaviour
was not appreciated.36 It is plausible that these early scholars did not consider fear
to be a real emotion.37 Rather it was “something merely mentioned in passing,
definitely not a thing to be dealt with analytically and in its own right”.38 The
central assumption of initial deterrence theorists was that the defender was to use a
threat of force to elicit fear, and then to rely on the rational calculation of the
opponent to submit to the former’s will.39 This assumption would only be valid if
fear had no influence on cognition or if it always enhanced rationality in the same
ways.40 These conditions, however, did not correspond to reality. Early deterrence
experts thus believed in a psychological mechanism, which in light of today’s
psychological science would be untenable.

This faulty understanding has been gradually corrected from the third wave of
deterrence research onward. A group of scholars in this tradition employed insights
from psychological sciences to point out how emotions (through motivated biases)
impede rational calculation.41 This recognition was important progress, as it pro-
vided a basis for more elaborate treatments of the role of emotions. In this vein,
Crawford, Lebow, and Stein acknowledged that fear may have a diverging influ-
ence in different contexts.42 Some recent works have broadened the scope of the
investigation to include emotions beyond fear, such as disappointment, shame,
humiliation, anger or empathy.43 Markwica went even further, as he empirically
tested the influence of five different emotions (fear, anger, pride, hope, humiliation)
with mixed valence. His research showed that emotions, such as fear and humili-
ation, can lead the target of deterrence to back down or to resist depending on the
context.44 Recent works have also acknowledged that specific emotions do not
necessarily impede rationality but that they can contribute to it.45 Overall, this
strand of scholarship demonstrates considerable progress in our understanding of
the emotional complexity associated with deterrence.

Similar progress relates to emotional anticipation and its relationship with
deterrence. In a crude sense, the anticipation of an emotion has always been part of
deterrence theory. It is the anticipated causal link between threat and fear which
constitutes the theory of victory in traditional deterrence literature.46 Recent

36Schelling 1966, p. 36.
37Crawford 2000, pp. 145–146.
38Sauer 2015, p. 111.
39Crawford 2013, p. 121.
40Even some four decades ago, Patrick Morgan found the assumption puzzling, see Morgan 1983,
pp. 21–22; Crawford 2000, pp. 146–147.
41Jervis 1976; Jervis et al. 1985; Lebow and Stein 1989.
42Crawford 2000, 148; Lebow 2008, 91; Stein and Lotan 2019, pp. 70–71.
43Stein 2012, 57; Crawford 2014, pp. 545–546.
44Markwica 2018, 17–18.
45Markwica 2018, 66–67; Mercer 2005, 2010; Stein 2012, 2013; Thayer 2007, 316–318.
46Schelling 2008, x.
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research has explored the anticipation of emotions beyond fear. For example,
several scholars have argued that the anticipation of hatred and anger form the basis
of credibility in deterrence by punishment.47 The challenger may abstain from the
attack if he/she anticipates that the adversary will retaliate so as to feel the pleas-
antness of revenge.48 From a different perspective, Thomas Dolan argues that it is
the anticipation of future negative emotions such as shame, guilt and anger that
discourages challengers from violating taboos.49 Emotional anticipation, though
more complicated than often assumed, is at the heart of both deterrence theory and
practice.

We still need to know more about other emotions and their relationship to deter-
rence. Even the more conservative emotion theorists now acknowledge the existence
of more than twenty unique emotional states.50 For instance, we know little about
happiness, joy, interest, curiosity, disgust, regret, grief, hatred or guilt. The influence
of some emotions may be beneficial to deterrent efforts, while the influence of others
is likely to be detrimental. Happiness is particularly interesting because of its
ambiguous influence on motivation. It is far from clear whether the use of induce-
ments, as some experts advise, to make the adversary happy is a reliable recipe for
deterrence success. Happy adversaries may easily grow confident and risk-prone,
which is not always beneficial for the defender. What is clear is that deterrence theory
needs to acknowledge the differences in influence of specific emotions. Without the
ability to comprehend all the emotional variations, deterrence practitioners risk the
possibility of creating effects which may undermine their own efforts.

24.5 Emotions in Collectives

Deterrence aims at individuals but it may ignite emotions in whole societies.
Members of smaller groups can experience similar emotions when they interact
with each other. Sharing emotions with others is contagious, as humans are good at
copying each other’s emotional expressions.51 However, even members of large
collectives can experience similar emotions. This can occur through shared
appraisals rooted in collective identity but also through top-down emotional
transmission from the political elites to the rest of the society.52 Collective feelings
of happiness are common after a national sport team achieves success, while col-
lective anger and fear often follow terrorist attacks.53 Importantly, the emergence,

47Löwenheim and Heimann 2008; McDermott et al. 2017; Jervis 2017, p. lxxi.
48McDermott et al. 2017, p. 71.
49Dolan 2013, pp. 42–43.
50Keltner 2019.
51Van Kleef and Fischer 2016, 7–8.
52Van Kleef and Fischer 2016, p. 6; Hall and Ross 2019, pp. 1360–1363.
53Hall and Ross 2015.
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experience and expression of some emotions varies across cultures.54 It follows that
deterrent efforts may produce a variety of emotions, that can further transform the
political landscapes of whole societies and this transformation may be influenced by
cultural specifics.

Deterrence scholarship has made great progress in its understanding of emotions
in collectives. The first-generation scholars of deterrence research assumed states to
be unitary actors, with no difference between individual and collective emotions.55

Recent deterrence research on collective emotions deals predominantly with
so-called incidental emotions. These are the emotions present in collectives before
the deterrence efforts take place and they influence the emergence of subsequent
emotions.56 Crawford and Lebow, for example, have both argued that the institu-
tions of some polities may be inherently rooted in fear and this emotion then
influences responses to deterrence.57 Amir Lupovici argues that this kind of emo-
tional institutionalization may lead defenders to tie their identity to deterrent efforts
that protect them from the experience of undesired emotions.58 Stein, drawing
attention to the variance in strategic cultures, has argued that political elites from the
so-called “honour” cultures may experience different emotions than Western thin-
kers assume.59 Collective emotions in their incidental forms have been explored on
both sides of the deterrence relationship.

Still, we know little about the interaction between collective emotions and
strategic cultures. Since the emergence and the experience of emotions differs
across cultures, this gives a whole new meaning to the idea of tailored deterrence. It
means that eliciting particular collective emotions may be impossible in some
strategic cultures or that the experience itself may vary considerably. It is therefore
essential to know the peculiarities of specific strategic cultures to increase the
chances of successful emotional manipulation by deterrence.

24.6 The Emotion-Centric Model of Deterrence

So far we have only discussed emotions in a static manner; now is the time to make
them dynamic. Accordingly, we present a model (see Fig. 24.1) which explains
where and how emotions play a role as related to the deterrence mechanism. The
model brings together all the themes discussed in the previous sections. In

54Barrett 2017, pp. 145–150. For more details, see Fontaine et al. 2013, ch 20–26.
55Achen and Snidal 1989, p. 150.
56Renshon and Lerner 2012, pp. 1–2.
57Crawford 2009, 2013; Lebow 2008, pp. 89–92.
58Lupovici 2018, pp. 6, 65–69.
59Stein 2012, pp. 60.
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constructing the model, we have been inspired by similar models on emotions
already developed by social scientists.60 We argue that the model is necessary to
understand the psychological factors of deterrence, but it is not sufficient—those
seeking a holistic psychological understanding of deterrence should combine the
model with other works on deterrence psychology.61 The model is emotion-centric
in nature; it pays attention to emotions at the expense of other psychological
considerations to emphasize their importance.62

The model is circular rather than linear. Emotions, rooted in either domestic or
political concerns, play a role even before the deterrent activity takes place.
Depending on the specific emotions, the defender either chooses to launch the
deterrent activity or to abstain from it. On the other side of the equation, the same
motivational force of emotions influences the challenger’s decision to attack.
Simultaneously, both defender and challenger can be (de)motivated to act by their
own anticipation of the adversary’s emotions or by the adversary’s expressions of
emotions. The next step is the deterrence itself and the emotions it triggers on the
side of defender, challenger, and potential observers. This is further complicated by
the fact that few of these actors are emotionally unitary. On the contrary, different
segments of populations within one polity are likely to draw diverse interpretations,
based on their own biases, prejudices, opinions, desires, memories, perceptions, and
incidental emotions. The emotions and their anticipation influence the further
thoughts and actions of all affected actors. Emotions, therefore, complete a full
circle from being an initial motivation, to being transformed through interpretation,
to again being the driving force of thought and action. Thus, though emotions may
change over time, they never stop being a relevant factor in the deterrence
mechanism.

Fig. 24.1 Interactive and dynamic model of emotions and deterrence (Source The authors)

60Halperin 2015; Lerner et al. 2015; Markwica 2018.
61See for example Payne 2001, pp. 104–14.
62Roy 2016.
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We now turn to explore this model further by looking at case material; the highly
volatile relationship between the United States and Iran, which experienced
a severe crisis in January 2020.

24.7 US–Iran Case Study

On 3 January 2020, the leader of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Quds Force
Qasim Suleimani was killed by a Hellfire missile fired from an American drone.63

The killing of Suleimani has been justified by the United States’ government as a
significant reinforcement of deterrence: ‘This strike was aimed at deterring future
Iranian attack plans. The United States will continue to take all necessary action to
protect our people and our interests wherever they are around the world’.64 This
assertion is consistent with observations of other experts.65 We therefore use this
case to illustrate where, when and how emotions played a role in the deterrence
mechanism. Our focus is on a small set of the most common emotions (fear, anger,
happiness) that have surfaced in the notable analyses of the case. The analysis
explores the role of these emotions in the two phases delineated in the model above.
To identify the presence of specific emotions we reviewed journalistic and pro-
fessional commentaries of the event. In terms of coding, we searched for particular
emotion words as well as words from the associated emotion families—not only
fear but also worries, anxiety, horror, et cetera. Additionally, we used the charac-
teristics of specific emotions to infer their presence by the appearance of the rele-
vant stimuli, as well as to explain how particular emotions may have contributed to
the specific choices and demonstrated behaviours. While we primarily focus on
emotions within the US and Iran, the main actors in the confrontation, collateral
emotions of others are also discussed.

24.7.1 Phase 1: Emotions before Deterrence

Anger (along with hatred) was certainly present in the American administration and
security services. Many members of these collectives considered Suleimani
responsible for American soldiers being killed during the Iraq War.66 The American
political establishment was also angry that, despite the stringent sanctions regime,
Iran had been able to increase and strengthen its position in the region, in its quest
for regional hegemony. Conversely, the US had been losing allies and influence in

63Al Jazeera 2020b.
64Department of Defense 2020.
65Seligman 2020.
66Jervis 2020.
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the Middle East, partly by choice, e.g. withdrawal from northern Syria. It had fewer
friends and more enemies, and their ‘recourse to brute force is always a sign of lost
legitimacy and authority’.67 Anger at Iranian responsibility for American losses
may have motivated the US president to use violence to remove Suleimani without
regard for long-term consequences.

Stimuli for fear were also abundant. Before the attack against Suleimani,
American credibility was perceived as being at stake. A whole series of attacks
against American targets had gone unanswered.68 In an interview with Foreign
Policy, General David Petraeus elaborated on the weak American deterrent posi-
tion: ‘Many people had rightly questioned whether American deterrence had eroded
somewhat because of the relatively insignificant responses to the earlier actions’.69

In an analysis in the New Statesmen, Lawrence Freedman argued along similar
lines, ‘Iranians shooting down an American drone over the Strait of Hormuz in June
2019, and allegedly attacking a Saudi Aramco oil facility later that year; Trump
refused to authorize retaliatory airstrikes. So tepid was his response that Tehran was
emboldened—they saw Trump as something of a paper tiger, big on boasts but
short on action’.70 Another source of American fear may have been a perceived
danger of imminent attack.71 Attacks against the American compounds in Iraq had
directly preceded the drone strike. Furthermore, the president in his public justifi-
cation for the murder, mentioned intelligence reports, later retracted, of imminent
threats. Fear could have motivated Trump to fight and fortify the US position.

Stimuli for happiness were also present. The establishment saw great luck in
being given the opportunity to kill Suleimani. In a Hoover Institute speech, the
secretary of state, Mike Pompeo, claimed that ‘had we not taken that strike against
Qasem Soleimani, our leadership—the recommendation that we made to President
Trump—we would have been “culpably negligent” had we not made that recom-
mendation, imposed a significant cost on the regime for their bad decision’.72

Simultaneously, the administration also probably, and not unreasonably, anticipated
large parts of the US domestic public to feel happy after hearing about the general’s
death. Happiness elicited in such a way could have motivated them to pursue their
plan as the successful achievement of their objectives seemed at hand.

In Iran, fear was commonplace. The US policies in the region were often
interpreted as threatening and dangerous.73 The sanctions had started to hurt, and
two days before the attack on 1 January, the Iranian president had gone on national

67Mishra 2020.
68Al Jazeera 2020b.
69Seligman 2020.
70Freedman 2020.
71Riley-Smith 2020.
72Pompeo 2020.
73Strobel et al. 2019.
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television to state as much.74 Moreover, there were probably fears about the sta-
bility of the regime. People had started taking to the streets in Iraq and Lebanon to
demonstrate against Iranian influence, e.g., the attacks against the Iranian consulates
in Najaf and Karbala.75 In Iran, people had been protesting in the preceding months
against rising prices for petrol.76 Fears of domestic and foreign threats produced a
powerful incidental emotion on the side of the regime.

24.7.2 Phase 2: Deterrence and the Emergence of Emotions

The attack elicited a kaleidoscopic range of emotions across the world. These, of
course, depended upon the individual’s and group’s interpretations of the situation.
Furthermore, states experienced no emotional unity in the aftermath. In the US
context, some conservatives saw the drone strike as a legitimate act of defence and
revenge, and thus felt happy afterward.77 Pompeo expressed himself confidently:
‘We now enjoy a great position of strength regarding Iran. It’s as good as it has ever
been, and Iran has never been in the place that it is today.’78 Democrats had already
despised Trump before the attack; it is understandable that they interpreted the
activity unfavourably and felt angry.79 Seeing the assassination as a dangerous
precedent, some commentators felt fear as they anticipated the anger of the
Iranians.80

In Iran, thousands felt angry, for they interpreted the attack as an act of American
malevolence and an obstacle to their security.81 The supreme leader Ayatollah
Khamenei said in a statement that ‘harsh revenge’ would be enacted against the
United States for killing Suleimani.82 Furthermore, public demonstrations showed a
measure of anger among the Iranian public.83 However, the regime was at the same
time scared of further escalation, and rightly so. Military conflict with the US would
be devastating for the already fragile polity. The evidence of fear is also implied by
the relatively harmless way in which Iran chose to respond: an attack against
American installations in Iran without causing any casualties, which is a clear effort

74The speech by President Rouhani is available in Asharq Al-Awsat 2020. See also the com-
mentary by Goldman 2020.
75Reimer 2020.
76Johnson 2019.
77Associated Press 2020.
78Seligman and Gramer 2020.
79Associated Press 2020; Risen 2020; Rove 2020.
80Ward 2020.
81Knights 2020.
82Al Jazeera 2020a.
83Naji 2020.
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to de-escalate.84 Furthermore, it may be that some individuals and groups were
happy. After all, the US attack enhanced the cohesion of Iranian society after the
weeks of unrest.85 The regime might interpret this as a successful development in
accordance with its goals and experience happiness in the aftermath.

Then there were collateral emotions experienced by many others. Some Syrians
and Iraqis felt happy, as they celebrated the death of their long-time enemy.86 Many
in Europe felt scared because of the appraised threat of further escalation of vio-
lence.87 Instead of being confined to their original locations, many of these emo-
tions and their anticipations spread rapidly throughout the world via social media.

24.8 Conclusion

We started the chapter by observing that emotions give meaning to practically
everything. Our review indicates that emotions may well give new meaning to
deterrence itself. They alter our understanding of deterrence in three ways. First,
emotions form the essence of deterrence. Other psychological processes, such as
perception, attention, judgment, memory, or thought, are less relevant, if emotions
are not taken into account. This is not to say that these cognitive processes are less
important, but emotions are the one element that synchronizes all of them so as to
prepare individuals to face the challenges of the present and the future. Any
examination of deterrence, in theory and in practice, needs to start from an
emotion-centric perspective and then move to add other psychological elements.
The model we have developed in this chapter may be refined as new insights about
emotions are revealed, but it could be a stepping stone for psychological under-
standings of deterrent efforts and their consequences.

Second, emotions give a new meaning to the content of both means and ends in
deterrence theory. The fundamental causal mechanism behind deterrence, the
issuing of threats to produce fear, requires refinement. Threats, even if perfectly
signalled, attributed and credible, need to be interpreted as relevant and as threats.
Otherwise, they do not elicit emotions at all or they may elicit ones that are
detrimental to the whole effort. To alleviate the problem, we may incorporate the
actual use of violence into existing deterrence theory, as illustrated by our case
study and Chap. 14 by Eitan Shamir in this volume. Of course, even the use of
violence is open to interpretation. However, space for interpretation is inherently
smaller compared to verbal threats or positioning of weapon systems. Additionally,
deterrence theory needs to expand its psychological content. Emotions other than

84The regime responded by first warning and then attacking American positions in Iraq but no
casualties occurred in the aftermath. See BBC 2020.
85Esfandiary 2020; Mishra 2020.
86Hamid 2020.
87Wintour 2020.
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fear may be useful for deterrent purposes. It may be that conceptual content will be
enhanced gradually as more emotions prove useful for deterrent purposes.
Eventually, this content expansion may in turn necessitate the re-examination of the
means by which the emotional effects are to be accomplished. In short, the incor-
poration of varied emotions may transform the very nature of deterrence theory.

Third, deterrence practice is more complex than usually assumed. Above all, the
insights from emotion sciences indicate that we have little control over emotions
and, therefore, cognition and behaviour of others. Furthermore, actors from some
strategic cultures may be undeterrable simply because they cannot experience the
intended emotions or because they experience them differently. The tailoring of
deterrence efforts to particular adversaries needs to include an assessment of the
latter’s emotional profiles, histories and cultures. Then there is the problem of
collateral emotions. Deterrence is never an isolated act. It affects the domestic and
foreign politics of direct participants and observers alike. Or, to put it in more
strategically pleasing jargon, deterrence is just a continuation of emotional life with
the admixture of violent means. Some of the collective emotions are beneficial,
others detrimental. Deterrence practice needs to incorporate anticipation of these
emotional effects so as to enable their countering. Otherwise, the failures of
deterrence may not only lead to the adversary’s attacks but also to the transfor-
mation of the defender’s own institutions. In sum, deterrence practice is much more
about the diverse nature of emotions than about simple cost/benefit calculations.
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