17.42 |/ Causes and Prevention of War // MT
I nstructor: Stephen Van Evera

17. 42 COURSE OVERVI EW

.  COURSE QUESTI ONS
> What causes war? Including: wars of the past, present, and
future
> What general phenonena cause war?
> What were the causes of specific wars? Wo caused
specific wars (e.g., Wrld War [?
> How can war best be prevented?
> Why has war changed? Until 1945 nost wars were interstate,
now nost wars are civil wars. Also, warfare di m ni shed
sharply after 1945. \Wy?
> WI Il another world war soneday occur? If so, what will be its
causes?
> We focus on interstate war. For civil war, see 17.582,
"Civil War," usually taught by Prof. Roger Petersen,
sonmetinmes by Prof. Fotini Christia, and open to
under graduates with perm ssion of the instructor.

1. SCHOLARSH P ON THE CAUSES OF WAR IS | NCOVWPLETE. John
Burgess started the Col unbia School of Political Science in 1881
to find a solution to the war problem W now have sone answers
but bi g questions renain.

[11. WHAT THEORI ES OF WAR ARE YOU EXPECTI NG TO HEAR DI SCUSSED | N
THI' S CLASS?
Pl ease share your expectations.

V. | DEAS OF THE COURSE: FAM LI ES OF HYPOTHESES

AL Mlitary factors:

> Arns cause war, arns control or disarmanent can prevent
war .

> "First-nove advantage" causes war. Exanples: the 1967
| srael -Arab war and World War |.

> "War is nore likely when states are insecure. This
happens when conquest is easy.” Wrld War | is the
cl assic exanple but nost wars illustrate, including the
Cold War, US vs. China 1950, Germany vs. Europe 1939, the
Pel oponnesi an War, and the 2003 Iraq war.

> Do weapons of mass destruction (WWD)--nucl ear or
bi ol ogi cal weapons--cause peace or war? |s the possible
future spread of WWD to nore states, or even to sub-state
organi zations like terrorists or individuals, a cause of
war ?

B. M sperception: false optimsm nationalist nythmaking;
mlitarism the stupidity of bureaucracies; nyths purveyed
by religious establishnments; ingroup-outgroup dynam cs and
their role in causing msperception. Exanples of
m sperceiving states: Germany before WN and WA |; Japan
before WWI; Athens before its expedition to Syracuse; al-
(aeda today; Saddam Hussein before the 1991 and 2003 Gul f
wars; the US in Vietnam and before the second Gulf war
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Religion as a cause of war and peace. Under what
conditions do religions becone aggressive and/or violent?
D pl omatic/foreign policy bungles and bl unders.
Appeasenent as a cause of war.

O her causes of war: climte change, dictatorshinp,
personal ity disorder, nmen and their testosterone.

A class thenme: pre-nodern war was often about material
conflicts of interest. Mddern wars are often wars of
illusions and m sperceptions.

CLASS M SSI ONS
Specific course m ssions: explaining historical cases;
maki ng/ testing theories of war's causes; making
prescriptions. How can war be prevented?
Broad course nmissions: to help students |learn how to ask
guestions, devise and frane explanations and argunents,
mar shal | evi dence, and present argunments and evi dence. How
to distinguish the essential fromthe trivial in an unforned
domai n.
We focus on devel opi ng your conmunication skills. MT
al umi have reported that they later found they needed nore
conmuni cation and | eadership skills to realize their
potential. W are here to help with that.

NI NE CASES EXPLORED: Pel oponnesi an War, Seven Years War,
Wars of German Unification, World War |, World War |1
Korea, |srael-Arab conflict, 2003 US-Iraq War, the US-al -
Qaeda war/ Clash of Civilizations.

G her current wars will also be nentioned: |ndia-
Paki stan, Ukraine, I1SIS, the U S.-North Korea confrontation

GRADES AND REQUI REMENTS

Background required: none. Students with zero history
background are wel cone. No know edge of international or
diplomatic history is assuned for this course. W start
from the begi nning.

Requi renments: see the syl | abus.

Di scussion sections are inportant. Sections are small.
Hence they won't work if you don't attend regularly and try
to contribute to discussion. Help us nmake sections worKk!

A section highlight: Debates on responsibility for the two
world wars are featured in com ng weeks.

SOCI AL SCI ENCE AND THE CAUSES OF WAR
The prem se of social science: |ike the physical world,



human affairs are governed by regularities, or "laws of
nmotion." These |aws of political/social notion can be
di vined by using the scientific nethod, and know edge of
these | aws can be used to sol ve social problens.
Inferring and testing general social science theories.
1. (Qpbservation vs. experinentation.
> Controll ed experinents can rarely be used to study
international politics.
> | n observational science, "natural experinents" or
"quasi - experinents" are especially useful. These are
situations that occur in history that have attributes
of controlled experinments. They offer strong tests
of theories.
2. Large-n (statistical) nmethod vs. case study nethod.
Expl ai ni ng specific events: Carl Henpel's "covering | aw'
(or "deductive nonol ogical") nethod.

1. ldentify valid theories.

2. ldentify the scope conditions required for their
oper ati on.

3. Investigate whether the theory's cause and required
scope conditions are present in the case to be
explained. |If so, the theory hel ps explain the case.

Criticisnms of social science.

1. "Accidents drive history--'butterflies cause
hurricanes' in history--hence general theories cannot
explain much.” Annie Oakley had a chance to shoot

Kai ser Wl hel mwhile on tour in Europe before 1914.
What if she had?

2. "Each historical event is unique; hence generalization
is futile, even m sleading"--a claimmade by
historians. |Inplied: politics has no |aws of notion.

3. "Controlled experinments are necessary to test theories.

They are often infeasible in political science, so it
can't be a science."

4. "Data on human affairs is unreliable or |acking, hence
soci al science has no reliable enpirical basis." This
is sometines true but often the reverse is true.
Conpar e soci al science with pal eontol ogy: we can
interview our subjects and read their nenoirs; natural
scientists can't. Social scientists really can't
conplain on this score.

E. Controversies in social science about howto do it.

1

Soci al scientists disagree on the best way to neasure
causal rel ationshi ps between phenonena. Should

schol ars use | arge-n net hods, experinental nethods, or
case net hods?

In the history field the study of international history
and mlitary history has been pushed asi de by other
subj ects, such as the study of race, class and gender
i ssues. Questions of race, class and gender are very
important, but so are international and mlitary
history. Their marginalization harns our ability to
study the causes and prevention of war.
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