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Course Structure and Emphasis
This is a capstone course about the resolution of armed conflict.  Political violence is endemic in the world—few nations have been spared its’ ravages in the march of history.  There are always multiple wars and lesser forms of organized violence occurring in the world every day.  Even when armed conflict is not present in a country, often the underlying factors—such as poverty, intense political divisions and disputes over territory—are still present.  While international wars between states were formerly the dominant and most violent type of conflict in the world, since World War II, internal conflicts or civil wars have become far more prevalent.  In fact, once a nation experiences one civil war, there is a 50% probability they will experience another civil war within five years.  Understanding these problems and devising solutions that will sustain peace is one of the most pre-eminent challenges awaiting your generation in the world today.  The goals of this course are for students to explore and learn, think analytically and develop original ideas and projects to investigate why armed conflict occurs and how peace can be rebuilt in its aftermath.
We will use three strategies to engage and learn about these topics.  First, the course will be organized around critical and enduring debates about conflict and peacebuilding.  We will focus our reading, our discussions and our interviews with real world peacemakers around three questions for each of the six parts of the course.  In every class, students will engage with these fundamental debates; critique the arguments presented by experts, think critically about practical solutions for peacebuilding challenges, and know what to ask someone who has been involved in peace building.  For example, in the aftermath of war, victims want truth about what happened to their loved ones.  This information is known, but typically by former combatants who will not want to reveal their human rights violations if the price for their truthfulness is a 20-year prison sentence.  But if we simply let these individuals reveal their crimes with no consequences, the victims will be furious and demand justice.  Hence, there is inherent tension between the discovery of truth and the provision of justice.  That is just one example of the types of debates we will have in class.  Students should understand that EVERYONE will be expected to participate in these debates.  
Second, you will learn from experts.  We will have guest speakers who will meet with us in person, but mostly on zoom to discuss their experiences as victims, combatants, peace builders or diplomats.  They will contribute to our debates by providing first-hand accounts of their involvement in conflict initiation, conflict mediation or peacebuilding.  Hearing the actual accounts of what has happened to people during and after war is essential for a thorough and deep understanding of conflict.  The books and articles we will read will inform these debates and help you devise questions for our guest speakers.  In fact, our guest speakers can often provide us with first-hand knowledge about whether or theories of peace building have been supported in fact.  You will get to meet many people who played important roles in these conflicts and can learn much from them.
Third, you will design your own research project to investigate the claims made in one of these critical debates.  Note that while you will be writing a paper, it will be in the form of a proposal to conduct a much larger project.  Those of you who develop a passion for this research might decide to work with the instructor or another faculty member to develop the proposal into an actual research project.  This latter stage is not part of this class, but it is an opportunity for students who have a special interest in this topic and are considering this field as a possible career.  The reason for this assignment is to help you develop the skills to think about and launch a research project or investigation.  When you enter the workforce, and especially if you go into this type of work, you will be expected to engage in independent research, so it is essential for you to know how to investigate something.  Then, when the boss asks you for a report on whether truth commissions improve human rights practices or she wants a report on whether a new system of communicating about human resources issues is effective and wants it by Monday, you will know what to do.  More information on this assignment will be provided in an assignment description and in class.  

I expect that by the conclusion of this course you will be able to:
1) Assess and evaluate different strategies for building peace by using literature reviews, data analyses and interviews with experts to arrive at conclusions grounded in evidence and reproducible knowledge.
2) Articulate verbally and in writing what the best policy options are for addressing challenges of peacebuilding and why, and why other options do not work as well.
3) Engage verbally and in writing with your own informed opinions and analyses regarding the reasons why nations experience conflict and the best methods for peacebuilding in the aftermath of conflict.
4) Engage with other students, experts and the instructor on these issues through informed conversations, and hold respectful and informative discussions about these topics. 
5) Devise your own proposals to address these problems.

Class Requirements

Class Participation Written.  All students are expected to take part in every class by offering informed comments about the readings and addressing the big questions we will be focusing on with each major topic.  There are two parts to this grade.  First, you will be expected to provide five, one-page commentaries on the readings based on the three big questions for each portion of the course.  You will assess what you learned from the authors that will help you answer these questions.  But you also need to think about what you did not learn from the readings and still want to know more about. 
Specifically, for this assignment students will submit their commentaries organized around the three big questions and what we know, or don’t know about them.  What are the pros and cons, or costs and benefits to the various options we discuss?  Do the writers contradict each other in their conclusions or with what we believe is truly happening?  How would you resolve this debate or what would you do differently? The comments should reflect an understanding of the readings and the central debates we are focusing on for that class.  The issues may also involve debates over moral arguments vs. scientific evidence as a strategy for decision making and more. Vague comments; comments that do not reflect an understanding of the readings, or text that is simply short and/or superficial are not acceptable.  You will be expected to fill a single page with questions and discussion topics and whatever else we may be focusing on for that class
These commentaries will be submitted at the beginning of class. The five required commentaries are worth 40% of your final grade.  When we have guest speakers you will need to be ready to ask questions of them based on your commentaries.
Class Participation Discussion. Second, the instructor will call on every student to participate at least once in every class and students are expected to come to class prepared to talk.  I will be asking you questions about the readings and those who are unprepared will have points deducted from their grade.    If you are not willing and able to discuss in class, it will be best to look for another section of this course. Class discussion is worth 20% of your final grade.
Research Proposal.  Students will write a 10-page research proposal for how to scientifically study one of the debates we will be covering in class.  You will select one of these debates and identify a focus and method for evaluating whether there are any merits to the arguments made in these debates.  For example, in the debate regarding reintegration of former combatants, some argue these individuals need government support to keep them from joining other armed organizations, while others argue that victims deserve first priority and that making them whole will preserve the peace.  How would you assess the validity of these claims?  What kind of data would you need to assess the claims?  These are the kinds of questions I expect you to consider, engage and discuss.  And just as importantly, I expect you will be able to analyze your topic scientifically, and using the best available data and methods. The research proposal is worth 40% of your final grade.  An assignment with more details will provide further information.



Class Schedule and Readings

PART I: Why Is There Political Violence? 
Three Big Questions
1.Why do people fight when they do?
2. What are the most important determinants of civil wars? 
3.How do individuals overcome the collective action problem in rebellions?
Readings

Daniela Donno, Kelly Morrison, and Burcu Savun . 2021. “Not All Elections Are Created Equal: Election Quality and Civil Conflict”. Journal of Politics 84:1  https://doi.org/10.1086/714778.
[bookmark: 2_Theoretical_framework:_naturaldisaster][bookmark: Flood-Induced_Displacement_and_Civil_Con][bookmark: 1_Introduction]Ramesh Ghimire, Susana Ferreira and Jeffrey H. Dorfman. 2015. “Flood-Induced Displacement and Civil Conflict”. World Development Vol. 66, pp. 614–628.

Lars-Erik Cederman, Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, and Simon Hug. 2012. “Elections and Ethnic Civil War”. Comparative Political Studies 46(3) 387–417.

Susan E. Rice, Corinne Graff and Janet Lewis. 2006. “Poverty and Civil War: What Policymakers Need to Know”.  Brookings Institution.

January 13: Understanding the Sources and Onset of Conflict  
January 20: Understanding the Sources and Onset of Conflict – Continue readings

PART II: How Do People Make Peace: When to Talk and Who to Talk With.  
Three Big Questions
1.Why and when do armed actors decide to make peace?
2.Why do governments negotiate with some armed groups and not others?
3.How do the optics of making peace influence the peace process?
Recommended Reading
Powell, Jonathan. 2015. Terrorists at the Table. St. Martin’s Press.

Required Reading
Karreth, J., Tir, J., Quinn, J., & Joshi, M. 2024. “Civil war mediation in the shadow of IGOs: The path to comprehensive peace agreements”. Journal of Peace Research.
Lindsay Reid, Kelly M Kadera, Mark J C Crescenzi. 2023. “Civil War Mediation and the Conflict Environment: Does Regional Instability Influence the Onset of Mediation?”, International Studies Quarterly, Volume 67, Issue 4.
January 27: Why Do People Make Peace. 
February 3: Why Do People Make Peace.  Continuing discussion and readings.
February 10: Why Do People Make Peace. Continuing discussion and readings.

PART III: How Do We Rebuild
Three Big Questions
1.How do we keep the peace?
2. How do societies prioritize among the many needs after conflict?
3. What types of strategies and tactics should governments use to develop their economies after conflict?
Readings
Thomas Vervisch, Kristof Titeca, Koen Vlassenroot and Johan Braeckman. 2013. “Social Capital and Post-Conflict Reconstruction in Burundi: The Limits of Community-based Reconstruction”. Development and Change 44(1): 147–174.
Caplan, Richard and Annike Hoeffler. 2017. “Why peace endures: an analysis of post-conflict stabilization”. European Journal of International Security, Vol. 2, part 2, pp. 133–152.
Pierre Englebert and Denis M. Tull. 2008. “Postconflict Reconstruction in Africa: Flawed Ideas about Failed States”. International Security, Spring, 2008, Vol. 32, No. 4, pp. 106-139.
Thomas Edward Flores and Irfan Nooruddin. 2012. “The Effect of Elections on Postconflict Peace and Reconstruction”. The Journal of Politics, Vol. 74, No. 2 pp. 558-570.
February 17: How do we Rebuild
February 24: How do we Rebuild.  Continuing discussion and readings.

PART IV: Transitional Justice: How do we assign blame and how do we reintegrate?  
Three Big Questions
1.What should be given priority – peace or justice? 
2. Whose justice and how can punishment fit the crime?
3.What responsibility does society have for creating the conditions that lead to atrocities?  
Readings
Mendeloff, David. 2004. “Truth-Seeking, Truth-Telling and Postconflict Peacebuilding: Curb the Enthusiasm?” International Studies Review 6:355-380.
Jo, Hyeran and Beth Simmons. 2016. Can the International Criminal Court Deter Atrocity? International Organization, 70(3), 443-475.

Nam Kyu Kim and Mi Hwa Hong, 2019. “Politics of Pursuing Justice in the Aftermath of Civil Conflict”. Journal of Conflict Resolution 63:1165-1192.
Saldner, Simon. 2020. Contextualising Reintegration: Conceptualising and Measuring Ex-Combatant Reintegration Relative to Civilians”. Civil Wars 22(4):453-477.

Kaplan, Oliver and Enzo Nussio 2018a. “Explaining Recidivism of Ex Combatants in Colombia”. Journal of Conflict Resolution 62(1):64-94.
Phayal, Anup, Prabin Khadka and Clayton Thyne. 2015. “What Makes an Ex-Combatant Happy? A Micro-Analysis of Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration in South Sudan”. International Studies Quarterly 59: 654–668.
March 3: How do we assign blame and how do we reintegrate?
March 17: How do we assign blame and how do we reintegrate? Continuing discussion and readings.
March 24: How do we assign blame and how do we reintegrate? Continuing discussion and readings.

PART V: How Do We Reconcile? 
Three Big Questions
1) What is reconciliation?
2) How do people change and promote reconciliation?
3) How do we know if efforts have been successful?
Readings
Gibson, James. 2004. “Does Truth Lead to Reconciliation? Testing the Causal Assumptions of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Process”. American Journal of Political Science 48:201-217.
Rettberg, Angelica and Juan E. Ugarriza “Reconciliation: A Comprehensive Framework for Empirical Analysis”, Security Dialogue (2016).
Bauer, Michael, Christopher Blattman, Julie Chytilová, Joseph Henrich, and Tamar Mitts. “Can war foster cooperation.” Journal of Economic Perspectives 30.3 (2016): 249-74.
James Meernik, Juan Camilo Gaviria (Aulas de Paz) and Laura Baron-Mendoza (McGill University). “Victims and Former Members of Armed Non-state Actors in Colombia: The Aulas de Paz Model of Truth and Forgiveness”.  Latin American Perspectives.     https://doi.org/10.1177/0094582X221131046
March 31: How Do We Reconcile?
April 7: How Do We Reconcile?  Continuing discussion and readings.

PART VI: The Natural and Religious Environment 
Three Big Questions
1.Can nature be a victim in the conflict?
2.How do we repair the physical and religious damage?
3.How do we reconcile ancient ways and values with modern peacebuilding strategies and techniques?
Readings
Szoke, Martin. 2025. “The Green Thumb of Transitional Justice: The Consideration of the Environmental Dimension of Armed Conflict in Truth Commissions”. International Journal of Transitional Justice, Vol. 00, 2025, 1–17.
Isabella Ariza-Buitrago, and Luisa Gómez-Betancur. 2023. “Nature in Focus: The Invisibility and Re-Emergence of Rivers, Land and Animals in Colombia’s Transitional Justice System”. The International Journal of Transitional Justice, Vol. 17, 2023, 71–88.
Government of Colombia Decree DECREE 1500 OF 2018.  By which the ancestral territory of the Arhuaco, Kogui, Wiwa and Kankuamo peoples of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta is redefined, expressed in the system of sacred spaces of the 'Black Line', as a traditional area, of special protection, spiritual, cultural and environmental value, in accordance with the principles and foundations of the Law of Origin, and Law 21 of 1991, and other provisions are dictated.
Bulletin #73 from the Colombian Constitutional Court.
April 14: The Natural and Religious Environment
April 21: The Natural and Religious Environment. Continuing discussion and readings.

April 28: Catch up and final discussions.  We’re done!




