
PoliSci 1: Science of Politics Week 9 Recap

SWBAT: (1) Explain how commitment problems and issue indivisibility increase the risk of war,
(2) explain the role of IOs in mitigating conflict, and (3) describe why interstate war is in decline.

1 Key Terms

• “Mona Lisa” problem

• preventive war

• first-strike advantage

• UN Security Council

• Chapter VII of the UN Charter

• democratic peace

• commercial peace

• deterrence

2 Key Themes/Ideas

Q. What is the di↵erence between a preventive and pre-emptive war?
Answer: A preventive war occurs when an adversary is expected to grow rapidly in the future
such that fighting today may help prevent or slow the power shift. A pre-emptive war occurs when
an adversary is expected to imminently attack and a state believes the expected outcome of war
depends on who starts it.

Q. What is the role of international organizations in international politics?
Answer: The role of international organizations, under anarchy is to (1) redistribute (e.g. World
Bank), (2) regulate (e.g. Paris Agreement, NPT), and (3) provide law and order through collective
security networks (e.g. UN, AU, NATO).

Q. What is the role of the UN in providing law and order (mitigating conflict)?

Answer: The UN can help maintain peace and security through (1) intervention, including sanc-
tions, (2) peacekeeping, including disarmament, and (3) observation/monitoring missions. These
both raise the costs of “defection” and provide a third-party enforcement mechanism.

Q. Who are the 5 Permanent (P5) members of the UN Security Council?

Answer: The P5 is composed of US, UK, France, China, and Russia.

Q. What two problems does the UN face in helping to maintain world peace?
Answer: The two main problems the UN faces are that di↵erent organizational interests create a
collective action problem and parochical interests among the P5 create a deadlock problem.

Q. What explains the decline in interstate war?
Answer: There is no one answer, but three possible explanations Professor Tomz considered in
class was (1) the nuclear peace, (2) the commercial peace, and (3) the democratic peace.

Q. Why might democracy reduce the probability of interstate war?
Answer: Democracies may be less likely to wage war due to increased sensitivity to the costs,
increase credibility of their commitments due to audience costs, and increased transparency reducing
uncertainty.
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3 Key Readings

• Thompson, “Coercion through IOs”

• Beardsley and Schmidt, “Determinants of UN Involvement in International Crises”

• Mueller, “War has almost ceased to exist: An Assessment”

4 Review Questions

Check your understanding of this week’s material and key ideas with the following questions.

• How can states solve the ‘credible commitment problem’ introduced in lecture and Lake?
Under what conditions are these solutions likely to be more e↵ective than others?

• Why were states unable to overcome the collective action problem during the Rwandan Geno-
cide, but have been able to overcome it during the War on ISIS?

• What is deadlock and how does Russian behavior in the UN Security Council illustrate this
problem?

• Does Thompson provide compelling evidence about why information transmission works in
international organizations?

• How do the arguments pro↵ered by Pinker and Mueller di↵er? Do they explore the same
puzzle? Which do you find more compelling and why?

• Does the way in which political scientists choose to measure ‘democracy’, ’war’, or ’glob-
alization’ a↵ect the puzzle about the obsolescence of war? Why might measuring war by
fatality-thresholds lead to a spurious puzzle?

• Pick one reason for the Long Peace and explain how it a↵ects the likelihood of war given what
you know about the bargaining model of war (costs, information problems, and commitment
problems).

• What are the policy implications of the Nuclear Peace or Commercial Peace? Should states
trade more? Acquire nuclear weapons?

• How could political scientists measure the e↵ects of democracy on the decline of interstate
war in isolation from the e↵ects of trade or international organizations?

• Does the decreased conflict-propensity of non-democratic dyads and non-nuclear dyads mean
the democratic peace and nuclear peace are wrong?
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