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By ME5(NS) Jomthip Chareonsri 

ABSTRACT 

For the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) to always stand ready to be called to the defence of Singapore and her 

interests, it has to take threat assessments seriously. The process of formulating those threat assessments, and the 

decisions taken on follow-up actions are, however, fraught with challenges. History has provided one too many 

case studies where threat assessments had turned into self-fulfilling prophecies. Singapore can ill afford the price 

for such a scenario where spirals of fear and hostility lead us down the path to war. In this essay, the author seeks 

to elucidate the challenges that beset the process of threat assessment and then explain how even if the challenges 

are overcome, circumstances can still cause it to turn into a self-fulfilling prophecy. Finally, the author explores 

potential strategies that the SAF can apply to mitigate the danger of threat assessments becoming self-fulfilling 

prophecies.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The SAF has always stood ready to be called to 

the defence of Singapore and her interests. The 

capabilities and preparations required to be able to 

answer that call and the actions it must take are 

premised on the perceived potential threats that the 

country could face. The tumultuous early years of 

Singapore’s nationhood had arguably led the country to 

develop a psyche that it was isolated and under siege in 

a potentially hostile neighbourhood.2 This mentality that 

drove the effort of developing a strong and credible SAF 

over the last half-century had produced the most 

technologically advanced and capable military in 

Southeast Asia.3 

Notwithstanding the SAF’s impressive progress 

thus far, implicit in its continued capability development 

plans to maintain an edge over potential adversaries 

and its routine operational posture, are assessments of 

both the future threat environment it can find itself in 

and the current reality it faces. For both the decision-

makers and the intelligence agencies that are involved 

in this process of making assessments, it is necessary to 

be cognisant of how threat assessments, if not carefully 

formulated and acted upon, can become self-fulfilling 

prophecies. For what should have been a 

straightforward logical process of evaluating evidence 

and analysing cause and effect, making threat 

assessments has more caveats than it is immediately 

apparent.  

The logic of war can be considered paradoxical in 

nature, especially when considering the well-known 

Latin adage of ‘si vis pacem, para bellum’ which means 

‘if you want peace, prepare for war’.4 Clearly a 

conundrum to statecraft, how is Country A supposed to 

interpret the actions of Country B? Is Country B 

pursuing peace or preparing for war? How should 

Country A act and how would Country B react in turn? 

History is replete with examples of such spirals of fear 

and hostility as countries stumbled unwittingly down 

the path towards war.5 

The objective of this essay is threefold. Firstly, it 

would seek to elucidate the challenges that beset the 

“If men define situations as real, they 

are real in their consequence.” 

–William Isaac Thomas1 



 2 

Spirals Of Fear and Hostility: The Danger Of Threat Assessments Becoming Self-Fulfilling Prophecies 

process of threat assessment by dissecting how the 

assessment is derived. Secondly, it would place threat 

assessments into the context of the security dilemma 

and power politics. These theoretical models would be 

used to explain how self-fulfilling prophecies can arise 

from threat assessments, independent of how accurate 

the assessments may be. Thirdly, it would explore 

potential strategies that the SAF could apply at various 

levels to mitigate, if not eliminate, the danger of threat 

assessments leading to self-fulfilling prophecies. 

CHALLENGES TO THREAT ASSESSMENTS 

Most governments around the world place 

significant emphasis on the accurate assessment of 

threats to their country. The obvious objective of this 

effort would be to plan and act accordingly to ensure 

national survival. Furthermore, no leader would be 

deliberately seeking a humiliating entry in history books 

as the one who failed to anticipate a looming security 

threat.6 Singapore is no exception, with an 

uncompromising expectation of her intelligence 

agencies to always be accurate, relevant and timely in 

assessing the security threats. 

Furthermore, no leader would be 

deliberately seeking a humiliating 

entry in history books as the one 

who failed to anticipate a looming 

security threat. 
Security threats can be broadly defined as a 

function of two components: capability (or operational 

possibility) and political intention.7 Defining it as a 

function would mean that the absence of one or the 

other imply that the threat in question is actually non-

existent. However, the problem is not binary as the 

answers are complex and seldom absolute. There are 

inherent challenges to firstly assessing each of these 

two components accurately. 

The epistemological conundrum is at the core of 

producing accurate assessments.8 It is not easy to 

always actively question how the knowledge of the 

adversary is derived, especially when operational 

security and the protection of information sources are 

paramount. Furthermore, the distinction between 

Personnel from the SAF, Indonesian National Defence Forces (TNI) and homeland security agencies from both 

countries participating in the SAF-TNI Counter-Terrorism Table-top Exercise in Singapore.  
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empirical evidence and reconstruction frequently 

becomes masked after several layers of analysis and 

abstraction. Irrationality and biases also have a 

tendency to creep into the analysis process and further 

distort the outcome. 

Assessing capabilities, though seemingly 

straightforward, goes beyond just creating a list of what 

is in an adversary’s war machine. It also involves making 

a judgement on their ability to use it effectively and the 

reasons for which they had acquired the capability. On 

the difficulty of making an accurate judgement, it will be 

subsequently explained in greater detail together with 

assessing political intentions as it exists there as well. A 

simple list of capabilities, although devoid of context, is 

nonetheless important as it is the starting point from 

which further analysis can be embarked. It is also 

important to note that the creation of the list in itself is 

not an easy feat as reality dictates that perfect 

information is seldom available, a point which was 

famously coined as the ‘fog of war’ by Clausewitz. 

Reconstruction thus becomes necessary given the 

incomplete information, which lends itself to become a 

weak link in the entire process.  

Assessing political intentions pushes the difficulty 

bar to an even higher level as it is intimately linked to 

human thought and behaviour. It is seldom certain if a 

supposedly belligerent country is deliberately acting in a 

way to convey its intent. Even if it did, the choice of 

actions and its execution may not convey it accurately. 

To make things worse, the receiving party could 

completely misinterpret those actions and the message 

embedded within.9 Looking at various critical decisions 

and policies made by decision-makers in the past, it is 

clear that many were made on the basis of their world-

view and mental models of others, or in other words, 

based on their perception.10 Perception can be plagued 

by biases such as ethnocentrism, which present a great 

danger due to the proclivity for seeing no fault with 

one’s actions and finding threat indicators conforming 

to one’s own conception of war.11 In the deteriorating 

Anglo-German relations before World War  (WWI), 

ethnocentrism had quite explicitly contributed to the 

deterioration as can be seen in the Crowe 

Memorandum.12 Sir Eyre Crowe, a British diplomat, had 

argued strongly that ‘England seeks no quarrels, and will 

never give Germany cause for legitimate offense’.13 As 

Senior Minister of State (SMS) for Defence Mr Heng Chee How (right) and SMS for Transport and Health Dr Lam Pin Min 

(second from right) being briefed on how national agencies partner with commercial partners when enhanced security checks 

are in place at the Tanah Merah Ferry Terminal. 
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Sontag adroitly points out later, ‘The British did not like 

to think themselves selfish, or unwilling to tolerate 

'legitimate' German expansion. The Germans did not 

like to think themselves aggressive, or unwilling to 

recognise 'legitimate' British vested interests’.14 

Ethnocentrism on both sides had shaped behaviours 

that only served to reinforce the wrong assumptions 

and perceptions of the other as each sought to protect 

their own interests. 

Information selection is a related problem to that 

of perception. A country’s perceived reality and outlook 

is a function of the ‘limits of the known world’, created 

and reproduced through selecting only the most 

essential elements of information from the vast 

amounts of data that is available.15 This selection 

process is necessary given the limitations in human 

cognitive abilities. Intelligence agencies are forced to do 

this as they strive to make sense of what is otherwise a 

chaotic world, what more with the burgeoning data 

from new collection capabilities and domains that are 

being exploited.16 The careful selection of information 

to present should not be taken lightly as intelligence 

agencies have a significant influence on how their 

governments’ decision-makers think.17 Despite their 

best efforts, accurate assessments of intent sometimes 

appear just too difficult to achieve. 

Difficulties in cognitive tasks have a tendency to 

push people into taking mental shortcuts, often leading 

to severe and unintended consequences.18 Without 

exonerating those who happen to do so, it is only fair to 

consider that there could sometimes be a context that 

forces them to employ shortcuts in order to reach a 

decision quickly, especially when there is time criticality 

and the pros of action far outweighs that of inaction. 

Notwithstanding that, the historical cases of the Crowe 

Memorandum and the Kennan Telegram illustrates how 

mental shortcuts lead to very bad assessments being 

made: fundamental attribution errors blind the person 

who is making assessments to possible changes in 

context, limits discussion of options to the most 

aggressive possible, and worst of all, leads the parties 

concerned towards a self-fulfilling prophecy.19 

Given the challenges of assessing intent, it is of 

little surprise that there would be proponents of 

Self-Fulfilling Prophecy Cycle from The Social Anxiety Institute, Inc.20 
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changing threat assessments to take into account only 

the capability component. The recommendations from 

the Agranat Commission that was set up to investigate 

how Israel had failed to anticipate the Yom Kippur War 

in 1973 is one such example.21 An astute analyst would 

argue strongly against such an approach as capabilities 

alone are meaningless without the context of 

intentions. Without the holistic analysis of both 

capabilities and intentions, there is a distinct danger of 

unintentionally weaving disparate pieces of information 

into a patchwork of looming menace. Inherent issues 

with information, such as ambiguity and completeness 

which were discussed earlier, exacerbates this danger. 

In the context of a country surrounded by hostile 

neighbours bent on eradicating them, the Israeli Military 

Intelligence Agency (Aman), could hardly be faulted if it 

had chosen to err on the extreme side of caution by 

following the Agranat doctrine to the letter. 

Unfortunately, such narrowly scoped and stove-piped 

‘doomsday assessments’ have a tendency to do more 

bad than good, invariably pushing decision-makers to 

adopt extreme measures to counter the supposed 

existential threats. 

THE NATURE OF SELF-FULFILLING 
PROPHECIES 

The preceding section had illustrated 

fundamental challenges within the process of producing 

threat assessments, but it had yet to draw the link 

between how threat assessments, even accurate ones, 

can lead to self-fulfilling prophecies. 

A self-fulfilling prophecy in the field of Psychology 

is simply a cycle of belief-driven behaviour that 

reinforces the original belief.22 This straightforward 

description is similar in essence to the definitions 

espoused by eminent scholars such as Thomas, Kukla, 

Merton and others before them, such as Popper and 

Gewirth.23 Taking Merton for example, the ‘false 

definition of the situation evoking new behaviour, which 

makes the originally false conception come true’ 

translated in the context of this essay would mean that 

threat assessments creates reactionary behaviour which 

causes those very threats to become a reality.24 The 

reasons as to why threat assessments are able to create 

such behaviours stems from the realist notion of the 

security dilemma and power politics. 

An escape from the security dilemma could be 

said to be impossible.25 As early as more than 2,000 

years ago, Thucydides had already observed that a 

belief in the inevitability of war would in itself cause a 

war to happen. That observation has certainly 

withstood the test of time. Threat assessments shapes 

the beliefs that drives behaviour. In the zero-sum realist 

world, adversarial countries would continually counter 

each other’s actions in striving to achieve more security 

for itself. In the hope that the build-up of arms and 

mobilisation of the military acts as a deterrence to the 

other for war, the very anticipation of it brings about its 

eventuality.26 The spiral is perpetuated because the 

other side’s military preparations in response are 

interpreted as confirmatory evidence of their worst 

fears.27 On the point about fear, it is no coincidence that 

it is also one of the three main reasons which 

Thucydides had believed why countries go to war with 

each other.  

In the hope that the build-up of 

arms and mobilisation of the 

military acts as a deterrence to 

the other for war, the very 

anticipation of it brings about its 

eventuality.  
In the example of the Cuban Missile Crisis, 

although it had, thankfully, not ended in mutual 

launches of nuclear warhead-tipped missiles, the 

unfolding of the crisis had been a remarkably accurate 

demonstration of exactly what Thucydides and Merton 

had meant. The United States (US) had (wrongly) 

thought that the deployment of missiles in Turkey was a 

prudent defensive measure, and would be seen as such, 

with the intent of pushing the Soviet Union to rein back 

its actions. However, the result was in direct opposition 

as it had exacerbated the extant feelings of insecurity 

which afflicted the Soviet Union and instead drove them 

to do even more to protect its interests, which 

ultimately led to its retaliatory deployment of its nuclear 

arsenal to Cuba in order to be within striking range of 

the US.28 

In relation to the security dilemma, the reality of 

power politics can also bring about threat assessments 
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and behaviours that inadvertently lead to self-fulfilling 

prophecies. Power politics are frequently about 

internally motivated interests. Threat assessments can 

thus be politically manufactured to serve those interests 

as opposed to being based on a real threat. In the 

example of Russia, manufactured threat assessments 

are a boon for the military as it cements their need for 

large budgets and capabilities. It also plays to the 

benefit of politicians in their rhetoric and consolidation 

of domestic power.29 

In terms of behaviour, power politics theory and 

realism suggests fairly predictable aggressive responses 

when a country has assessed that it faces a security 

threat. The dominance of the theory had created 

structures and conditioned many decision-makers to 

react in such a manner.30 The study of history and the 

works by Thucydides, Machiavelli, Clausewitz and 

Morgenthau have clearly demonstrated the existence of 

a realpolitik world although admittedly it may not 

necessarily be the only type of world in which we live 

in.31 It is nonetheless important to note that war is 

unfortunately a pervasive part of the global political 

culture. As Vasquez points out, ‘the practices derived 

from the lessons of war are meant to cope with and 

survive war, not avoid it’.32 It is thus not surprising that 

power politics-based behaviour and its typical response 

to threat assessments tends to bring countries closer to 

war. 

MITIGATING STRATEGIES 

Notwithstanding all that has been said thus far 

about how threat assessments can lead to self-fulfilling 

prophecies, it is not something that is completely 

inevitable. As Jervis explains, if indeed self-fulfilling 

prophecies are true all the time, then there would be no 

way for de-escalation as any proposition for clarifying 

misunderstandings would be interpreted as signs of 

weakness, and thus encourage even more bellicose 

behaviour from the other party.33 The question then is 

whether anything could be done to mitigate, if not 

eliminate, the danger of threat assessments becoming 

self-fulfilling prophecies. 

At the level of intelligence agencies, analysts 

involved in the process of formulating threat 

assessments would do well to apply greater analytical 

rigour in attempting to overcome the inherent 

challenges. The importance of a Devil’s Advocate to 

challenge assessments should not be underrated. 

Returning once again to the example of the Crowe 

Memorandum, the critical rebuttal written by Thomas 

Sanderson, a former Foreign Office permanent 

undersecretary, serves to highlight how events could 

have turned out very differently had there been greater 

support of an alternative perspective.34 

Empathy, or empathising with the adversary, is 

often cited as a strategy to mitigate the effects of 

ethnocentrism, which shapes fundamental biases. While 

that is true, the analyst must be mindful that 

empathising alone does not mean that the threat 

assessments would automatically be correct.35 There 

has to be a full range of hypotheses developed as 

emphatic knowledge of an adversary could still be 

imperfect. Analysts must always strive to examine 

things from a variety of perspectives in order to 

properly account for not only how we ought to view 

others, but also how others might view us.36 Each 

hypothesis needs to be tested rigorously against the 

available evidence to refute it. Although Jervis had 

alluded somewhat to the problems of using evidence in 

a confirmatory way when testing alternative competing 

hypotheses, Professor Isaac Ben-Israel posits strongly 

that the only way to discern probabilistically between 

one hypothesis and another is through refutation and 

not confirmation or verification.37 Only in doing so can 

accurate threat assessments be made that shape the 

correct behaviours with the desired outcomes, ie. peace 

and not a spiral towards war. 

Training, education, and culture are at the heart 

of how an intelligence analyst is able to achieve the 

things described earlier. Yet despite the SAF’s 

considerable investment into developing its human 

capital as compared to many other organisations, it 

remains decidedly underweighted when measured 

against its own investments in capability development. 

The sharpness of an analyst’s mind is every bit a 

weapon as is the destructive potential of a munition, 

and should be considered in a similar vein for 

development and budget allocation. Just as how 

capabilities take time to be fully operationalised, so 

does the accumulation of knowledge and experience 

required to develop a competent analyst. Turning 

critical thinking into second nature and developing true 
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empathy for an adversary cannot happen overnight. The 

SAF must deliberately seed that growth and nurture it 

constantly in order for it to be available when it matters 

most, and not levy those expectations only in periods of 

crisis.  

On the part of the analysts, given the investment 

made in them, their worth has to be proven through 

never allowing a culture of intellectual laziness seep in. 

They must never be satisfied with merely presenting 

facts and superficial assessments, leaving conclusions to 

Infographic on the MINDEF/SAF Cyber NSF Scheme. 
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chance or worse. Analysts must have the courage and 

be given the space to make independent assessments, 

and not be caught in a state whereby they are forced to 

continually second-guess the decision-makers.38 

At the level of decision-makers, the strategy to be 

adopted is one that is obvious yet difficult to achieve. As 

impossible as it may be, the mental models which stem 

from power politics has to be ditched. The paradigm of 

one country’s security is another’s insecurity has to be 

changed to that of encouraging confidence and trust-

building initiatives.39 For Singapore and her neighbours 

in the region, the importance of confidence and trust-

building is underscored by the lofty goal of realising an 

ASEAN Security Community.40 

Analysts must have the courage 

and be given the space to make 

independent assessments, and not 

be caught in a state whereby they 

are forced to continually second-

guess the decision-makers. 

CONCLUSION 

The SAF must surely maintain its lead over 

potential adversaries for very real pragmatic reasons.41 

However, its approach in doing so must be carefully 

calibrated to ensure that it does not inadvertently cause 

Singapore’s neighbours to become alarmed and 

commence down a path of spiralling distrust, fear and 

hostility.42 Her intelligence agencies, while remaining 

ever vigilant, must not forget that its assessments of 

threats are not made in a void and the process should 

never be taken lightly. An overly conservative 

assessment could be as disastrous as one that is over-

the-top. The reactionary behaviours which are driven by 

threat assessments has a direct feedback loop into how 

a potential adversary counter-reacts. This essay has 

highlighted where the potential dangers are in how 

threat assessments can lead to self-fulfilling prophecies, 

and proposed some mitigating strategies for 

consideration. With that knowledge, hopefully both 

intelligence agencies and decision-makers can further 

deepen their understanding in this area and take the 

necessary steps, such as creating deliberate institutional 

controls, to avoid causing such scenarios from ever 

happening.43 

RSN and TNI AL personnel doing final co-ordination for the sea phase of Exercise Eagle Indopura.  
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