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Description

Psychological phenomena often spark or exacerbate conflict, over and above the
rational necessities of state security. We examine cognitive biases, emotions,
personality traits, and cultural variations that impact on recent and current
international crises. We then explore methods of conflict resolution, from
institutional design to the selection of leaders.

Political scientist, sociologists, and policymakers continue to fail to fully
understand, predict, or avoid war. Recent scientific advances, however, are
beginning to reveal novel biological and psychological explanations for why
human conflict persists, over and above the vagaries of personality: All of us, as
humans, show systematic biases in decision-making stemming from cognitive
and motivated biases. Such factors are downplayed in realist theories of
international relations, yet the evidence increasingly shows that our predictions
are better if we account for them. For example, people tend to take greater risks
when faced with a choice between two potential losses, compared with a choice
between two potential gains. Such biases violate classical rational choice theory,
so these findings have sparked major theoretical revisions in disciplines that rely
on the rational choice paradigm (especially economics and political science).
Psychological biases may cause errors in many issues in wider society, such as
personal finance, the jury system, and business. But in certain contexts they can
contribute to much more costly and dangerous disasters, for example, in

international negotiations and war.



We will explore how contemporary research is beginning to understand
the biological origins of cognitive biases, the conditions under which they will
occur, and methods to control them. Students will conduct their own analyses of

contemporary events in which psychological factors are implicated.
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