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During the Korean War, as U.S. and United Nations (U.N.) forces advanced 
north of the 38th parallel, China decided that a North Korean defeat was 
unacceptable. China’s leaders moved aggressively on several fronts to signal 
their intention to intervene militarily if the advances continued. Diplomatic 
notes, press releases, and overt troop movements all were used to send the 
signal. U.S. policymakers and military leaders either dismissed or failed to 
understand the signals, and the Chinese intervention came as a surprise.17

In July 1990, the U.S. State Department unintentionally sent several signals 
that Saddam Hussein apparently interpreted as a green light to attack Kuwait. 
State Department spokesperson Margaret Tutwiler said, “We do not have any 
defense treaties with Kuwait. . . .” The next day, Ambassador April Glaspie 
told Saddam Hussein, “We have no opinion on Arab-Arab conflicts like your 
border disagreement with Kuwait.” And two days before the invasion, 
Assistant Secretary of State John Kelly testified before the House Foreign 
Affairs Committee that there was no obligation on our part to come to the 
defense of Kuwait if it was attacked.18

The Kuwait example illustrates the other side of signaling—that 
intelligence analysts need to support the customer. Clearly, it is important to 
be able to tell a policymaker what the opponent’s signals are and interpret 
them. But it is equally important to let policymakers know how their signals, 
whether intentional or not, are likely to be interpreted by the opponent.

Figure 9-1    Cultural Differences in Signaling
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