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I should expliain by way ol introduction that 1 was in the Soviet
Union during the summer of 1960, about a month after the
U-2 incident. The primary purpose of my trip was to become
acquainted with scientific developments in my field, which is
social psychology. But in addition to visiting laboratories at
universities and institutes, 1 wanted also to become acquainted
with living social psychology—the Soviet people themselves. It
was my good fortune to be able to speak Russian, I was traveling
with a tourist visa on a new plan which permitted me to go
about alone without a guide. Accordingly, after spending the
first two or three days of my visit in a particular city at scientific
centers, I would devote the remaining days to walking about
the town and striking up conversations with people in public
conveyances, parks, stores, restaurants, or just on the street.
Since foreigners are a curiosity, and I was obviously a foreigner
(though, I quickly learned, not obviously an American), people
were eager to talk. But I also went out of my way to strike up
conversations with people who weren't taking the initiative—
with fellow passengers who were remaining silent, with strollers
in the park, with children and old people. Or I would enter a
restaurant deciding in advance to sit at the third table on the
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left with whoever should turn out to be there. (In Soviet res-
taurants it is not uncommon to share a table with strangers.)

These conversations convinced me that the great majority of
Russians feel a genuine pride in the accomplishments of their
svstem and a conviction that communism is the way of the
future not only for themselves but for the rest of the world as
well. For several reasons my Soviet journey was a deeply dis-
turbing experience, But what frightened me was not so much
the facts of Soviet reality as the discrepancy between the real
and the perceived. At first I was troubled only by the strange
irrationality of the Soviet view of the world—especially their
gross distortion of American society and American foreign policy
as I knew them to be. But then, gradually, there came an even
more disquieting awareness——an awareness which I resisted and
still resist. Slowly and painfully, it forced itself upon me that
the Russian's distorted picture of us was curiously similar to
our view of them—a mirror image. But of course our image
was real. Or could it be that our views too were distorted and
irrational—a mirror image in a twisted glass?

It was—and is—a frightening prospect. For if such reciprocal
distortion exists, it is a psychological phenomenon without
parallel in the gravity of its consequences. For this reason, the
possibility deserves serious consideration.

The Mirror Image Magnified

Let us then brefly examine the common features in the
American and Soviet view of cach other’s societics. For the
Russian’s image I drew mainly, not on official government
pronouncements, but on what was said to me by Soviet citizens
in the course of our conversations, Five major themes stand
out.

. THEY ARE THE AGGRESSORS

The American view: Russia is the warmonger bent on imposing
its system on the rest of the world. Witness Czechoslovakia,
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Berlin, Hungary, and now Cuba and the Congo. The Soviet
Union consistently blocks Western proposals for disarmament
by refusing necessary inspection controls,

The Soviet view: America is the warmonger bent on imposing
its power on the rest of the world and on the Soviet Union
itself. Witness American intervention in 1918; Western encir-
clement after World War IT with American troops and bases
on every border of the USSR (West Germany, Norway, Turkey,
Korea, Japan); intransigence over proposals to make Berlin a
free city, intervention in Korea, Taiwan, Lebanon, Guatemala,
Cuba. America has repeatedly rejected Soviet disarmament pro-
posals while demanding the right to inspect within Soviet ter-
ritory—finally attempting to take the right by force through
deep penetration of Soviet airspace.

2. THEIR GOVERNMENT EXPLOITS
AND DELUDES THE PEOPLE

The American view: Convinced communists, who form but
a small proportion of Russia’s population, control the govern-
ment and exploit the society and its resources in their own
interest. To justify their power and expansionist policies they
have to perpetuate a war atmosphere and a fear of Western
aggression. Russian elections are a travesty, since only one party
appears on the ballot. The Russian people are kept from knowing
the truth through a controlled radio and press, and conformity
is insured through stringent economic and political sanctions
against deviant individuals or groups.

The Soviet view. A capitalistic-militaristic clique controls the
American government, the nation’s economic resources, and its
media of communication. The group cxploits the society and
its resources. It 1s in their economic and political interest to
maintain a war atmosphere and engage in militaristic expansion.
Voting in America is a farce, since candidates for both parties
are selected by the same powerful interests leaving nothing to
choose between. The American people are kept from knowing
the truth through a controlled radio and press and through
economic and political sanctions against liberal elements,
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3. THE MAass OF THEIR PEOPLE ARE NOT
REALLY SYMPATHETIC TO THE REGIME

The American view: In spite of the propaganda, the Soviet
people are not really behind their government. Their praise of
the government and the party is largely perfunctory, a necessary
concession for getting along. They do not trust their own sources
of information and have learned to read between the lines.
Most of them would prefer to live under our system of gov-
ernment if they only could.

The Soviet view: Unlike their government, the bulk of the
American people want peace. Thus, the majority disapproved
of American aggression in Korea, the support of Chiang Kai-
shek, and above all, of the sending of U-2. But of course they
could do nothing, since their welfare is completely under the
control of the ruling financier-militaristic clique. If the American
people were allowed to become acquainted with communism
as it exists in the USSR, they would unquestionably choose it
as their form of government. (“You Americans are such a nice
people; it is a pity you have such a terrible government.™)

4. THEY CANNOT BE TRUSTED

The American view: The Soviets do not keep promises and
they do not mean what they say, Thus, while they claim to
have discontinued all nuclear testing, they are probably carrying
out secret underground explosions in order to gain an advantage
over us. Their talk of peace is but a propaganda maneuver.
Everything they do is to be viewed with suspicion, since it is
all part of a single coordinated scheme to further aggressive
communist aims.

The Soviet view: The Americans do not keep promises and
they do not mean what they say. Thus, they insist on inspection
only so that they can look at Soviet defenses; they have no real
intention of disarming, Everything the Americans do i$ to be
viewed with suspicion (e.g., they take advantage of Soviet hos-
pitality by sending in spies as tourists}.
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5. THEIR POLICY VERGES ON MADNESS

The American view: Soviet demands on such crucial problems
as disarmament, Berlin, and unification are completely unreal-
istic. Disarmament without adequate inspection is meaningless;
a “free Berlin” would be equivalent to a Soviet Berlin; and a
united Germany without free elections is an impossibility. In
pursuit of their irresponsible policies the Soviets do not hesitate
to run the risk of war itself. Thus, it is only due to the restraint
and coordinated action of the Western alliance that Soviet
provocations over Berlin did not precipitate World War TIL.

The Soviet view: The American position on such crucial
problems as disarmament, East Germany, and China is com-
pletely unrealistic. They demand to know our secrets before
they disarm; in Germany they insist on a policy which risks
the resurgence of a fascist Reich; and as for China, they try to
act as if it did not exist while at the same time supporting an
aggressive puppet regime just off the Chinese mainland. And,
in pursuit of their irresponsible policies, the Americans do not
hesitate to run the risk of war itself, Were it not for Soviet
prudence and restraint, the sending of a U-2 deep into Russian
territory could easily have precipitated World War I1L

It is easy to recognize the gross distortions in the Soviet views
summarized above. But is our own outlook completely realistic?
Are we correct, for example, in thinking that the mass of the
Soviet people would really prefer our way of life and are
unenthusiastic about their own? Certainly the tone and tenor
of my conversations with Soviet citizens hardly support this
belief,

But, you may ask, why is it that other Western observers do
not report the enthusiasm and commitment which I encoun-
tered?

I asked this very question of newspapermen and embassy
officials in Moscow, Their answers were revealing. Thus one
reporter replied somewhat dryly, “Sure, I know, but when a
communist acts like a communist, it isn’t news. If I want to
be sure that it will be printed back home, I have to write about
what's wrong with the system, not its successes.” Others voiced
an opinion expressed most clearly by representatives at our
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embassy. When | reported to them the gist of my Soviet con-
versations, they were grateful but skeptical: *‘Professor, you
underestimate the effect of the police state. When these people
talk 10 a stranger, especially an American, they /siave 1o say the
right thing."”

The argument is persuasive, and comforting to hecar. But
perhaps these very features should arouse our critical judgment.
Indeed, it is instructive to view this argument against the back-
ground of its predecessor voiced by the newspaperman. To put
it bluntly, what he was saying was that he could be sure of
getting published only the material that the American people
wanted to hear. But notice that the second argument also (ullills
this objective, and it does so in a much more satisfactory and
sophisticated way. The realization that “Soviet citizens have to
say the right thing” enables the Western observer not only to
discount most of what he hears but even o interpret it as
evidence in direct support of the West's accepted picture of the
Soviet Union as a police state.

It should be clear that I am in no sense here suggesting that
Western reporters and embassy officials deliberately misrepresent
what they know to be the facts. Rather, I am calling attention
to the operation, in a specific and critical context, of a plhe~
nomenon well known to psychologists—the tendency to assim-
ilate new perceptions to old, and unconsciously to distort what
one sees in such a way as to minimize a clash with previous
expectations. In recent years, a number of leading social psy-
chologists, notably Heider (1958), Festinger (1957), and Osgood
(1960), have emphasized that this “strain toward consistency”
is especially powerful in the sphere of social relations—that is,
in our perceptions of the motives, attitudes, and actions of other
persons or groups. Specifically, we strive to keep our views of
other human beings compatible with each other, In the face of
complex social reality, such consistency is typically accomplished
by obliterating distinctions and organizing the world in terms
of artificially simplified frames of reference. One of the simplest
of these, and hence one of the most inviting, is the dichotomy
of good and bad. Hence we often perceive others, be they
individuals, groups, or even whole societies, as simply "‘good”
or “bad.” Once this fateful decision is made, the rest 15 easy,
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for the *“good™ person or group can have only desirable social
characteristics and the “bad” can have only reprehensible traits.
And once such evaluative stability of social perception is es-
tablished, it is extremely difficult to alter. Contradictory stimuli
arouse only anxiety and resistance, When confronted with a
desirable characteristic of something already known to be “bad,”
the observer will either just not “see” it, or will reorganize his
perception of it so that it can be perceived as “bad.” Finally,
this tendency to regress to simple categories of perception is
especially strong under conditions of emotional stress and ex-
ternal threat, Witness our readiness in times of war to exalt the
virtues of our own side and to sce the enemy as thoroughly
evil,

Still one other social-psychological phenomenon has direct
relevance for the present discussion. I refer to a process dem-
onstrated most dramatically and comprehensively in the ex-
periments of Solomon Asch (1956), and known thereby as the
“Asch phenomenon.” In these experiments, the subject finds
himself in a group of six or eight of his peers, all of whom are
asked to make comparative judgments of certain stimuli pre-
sented to them, for example, identifying the longer of two lines.
At first the task seems simple enough; the subject hears others
make their judgments and then makes his own. In the beginning
he is usually in agreement, but then gradually he notices that
more and more often his judgments differ from those of the
rest of the group. Actually, the experiment is rigged. All the
other group members have been instructed to give false responses
on a predetermined schedule. In any event, the effect on our
subject is dramatic. At first he is puzzled, then upset. Soon he
begins to have serious doubts about his own judgment, and in
an appreciable number of cases, he begins to “see” the stimuli
as they are described by his fellows. :

What I am suggesting, of course, is that the Asch phenomenon
operates even more forcefully outside the laboratory where the
game of social perception is being played for keeps. Specifically,
I am proposing that the mechanisms here described contribute
substantially to producing and maintaining serious distortions
? the reciprocal images of the Soviet Union and the United

lates, '
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My suggestion springs from more than abstract theoretical
inference. 1 call attention to the possible operation of the Asch
phenomenon in the Soviet-American context for a very concrete
reason: I had the distressing expericnce of being its victim. While
in the Soviet Union 1 deliberately sought {o minimize association
with other westerners and to spend as much time as I could
with Soviet citizens. This was not easy to do. It was no pleasant
experience 1o hear one'’s own country severely criticized and to
be constantly outdebated in the bargain. I looked forward to
the next chance meceting with a fellow westerner so that [ could
get much-needed moral support and enjoy an evening's invective
at the expense of Intourist and the “worker’s paradise.” But
though 1 occasionally yielded to temptation, for the most part
I kept true to my resolve and spent many hours in a completely
Soviet environment. It was difficult but interesting. I liked many
of the people 1 met. Some of them apparently liked me. Though
mistaken, they were obviously sincere. They wanted me to agree
with them. The days went on, and strange things began to
happen. I remember picking up a Soviet newspaper which
featured an account of American activities in the Near East,
“Oh, what are they doing now!” I asked myself, and stopped
short; for I had thought in terms of “they,” and it was my own
country. Or I would become aware that 1 had been nodding to
the points being made by my Soviet companion where before
I had always taken issue. In short, when all around me saw
the world in one way, I too found myself wanting to believe
and belong.

And once I crossed the Soviet border on my way home, the
process began to reverse itself. The more I talked with fellow
westerners, especially fellow Americans, the more I began to
doubt the validity of my original impressions. “What would
you expect them to say to an American?” my friends would
ask. “How do you know that the person talking to you was
not a trained agitator?” “Did you ever catch sight of them
following you?” I never did. Perhaps I was naive. But then,
recently I reread a letter written to a friend during the last week
of my stay. "I feel it is important,” it begins, “to try to write
to you in detail while I am still in it, for just as I could never
have conceived of what [ am now experiencing, so, I suspect,
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it will scem unreal and intangible once 1 am back in the West.”
The rest of the letter, and others like it, contain the record of
the experiences reported in this account. . .

in sum, I take my stand on the view that there is a mirror
image in Soviet and American perceptions of each othcr and
that this image represents serious distortions by both parties of
realities on either side.

The Mirror Image Projected

And if so, what then? Do not distortions have adaptive
functions? Especially in war is it not psychologically necessary
to see the enemy as thoroughly evil and to enha_nce one’s self-
image? And are we not engaged in a war, albeit a cold war,
with the Soviet Union?

But is not our hope to bring an end to the cold war and,
above all, to avoid the holocaust of a hot one? And herein lies
the terrible danger of the distorted mirror image, for it is
characteristic of such images that they are self-confirming, lthat
is, each party, often against its own wishes, is increasingly driven
to behave in a manner which fulfills the expectations of the
other. As revealed in social-psychological studies, the mechanism
is a simple one: if A expects B to be friendly and acts accorc.li.ngly,
B responds with friendly advances; these in turn evoke add1t1on511
positive actions from A, and thus a benign circle is set in
motion. Conversely, where A’s anticipations of B are unfavor-
able, it is the vicious circle which develops at an accelerating
pace. And as tensions rise, perceptions become more primit.ivc
and still further removed from reality. Seen from this perspective,
the primary danger of the Soviet-American mirror image is that
it impels each nation to act in a manner which confirms and
enhances the fear of the other to the point that even deliberate
efforts to reverse the process are reinterpreted as evidences of
confirmation.

Manifestations of this mechanism in Soviet-American rela-
tions are not difficult to find, A case in point is our policy of
restricting the travel of Soviet nationals in the United States by
designating as “closed areas™ localities that correspond as closely
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as possible 1o those initially selected by Soviet authorities as
“off limits” to¢ Americans in the USSR As was brought home
10 me in conversations with Soviet scientists who had visited
the United States, one of the effects of this policy is to neutralize
substantially any favorable impressions the visitor might other-
wise get of American freedoms.

To take another example in a more consequential area: in a
recent issue of Atlantic Monthly (August 1960), Dr. Hans Bethe,
an American physicist who participated in negotiations at the
Geneva Conference on nuclear testing, reports that our tendency
10 expect trickery from the Soviets led us into spending con-
siderable time and energy to discover scientific loopholes in
their proposals which could have permitted them to continue
auclear tests undetected. As a result, our scientists did succeed
in finding a theorctical hasis for questioning the cffectivencess
ol the Soviel plan. 1t scems that if the Soviets could dig a hole
hig enough. they could detonate underground explosions without
being detected. Says Dr. Bethe:

t had the doubtlul honor of presenting the theory of the big
hole 1o the Russians in Geneva in November 1959, 1 felt deeply
embarrassed in so doing, because it implied that we considered
the Russians capable of cheating on a massive scale, T think
they would have been quite justified if they had considered
this an insult and walked out of the negotiations in disgust.

The Russians scemed stunned by the theory of the big hole.
In private, they took Americans to task for having spent the
last year inventing methods to cheat on a nuclear test cessation
agreement. Officially, they spent considerable effort in trying to
disprove the theory of the big hole. This is not the reaction of
a country that is bent on cheating.

But the most frightful potential consequence of the mirror
image lies in the possibility that it may confirm itself out of
existence, For if it is possible for either side to interpret conces-
sions as signs of treachery, it should not be difficult to recognize
an off-course satellite as a missile on its way. After all, we, or
they, would be expecting it.

But it is only in the final catastrophe that the mirror image
is impartial in its effects. Short of doomsday, we have even
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more to lose from the accelerating vicious circle than do the
Soviets. Internally, the communist system can justify itself 1o
the Soviet people far more easily in the face of external threat
than in times of peace. And in the international arena, the
more the United States becomes committed to massive retal-
jation and preventive intervention abroad, the more difficult it
becomes for uncommitted or even friendly nations to perceive
a real difference in the foreign policies of East and West,

Breaking the Mirror Image

How can we avoid such awesome consequences? One step
seems clearly indicated: we must do cverything we can to break
down the psychological barrier that prevents both us and the
Russinns from seeing cach other and ourselves as we really are,
If we can succeed in dispelling the Soviet Union's bogeyman
picture of America, we stand to gain, for to the same degree
that militant communism thrives in a context of external threat.
it is weakened as this threat is reduced. And as the raison Jd'étre
for sucrifice, surveillance, and submission disappears there arises
opportunity for the expression of such potential for liberalization
as may still exist in Russian society.



