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SOME ISSUES IN THE STUDY OF INTERNATIONAL CRISIS

Despite the weaknesses that limit the ability of many crisis studies to
provide the beginnings of answers to such questions, there has been a small but
growing body of research applying the' methods of scientific inquiry to the
investigation of international crises./This research involves such activities as
delimiting and operationalizing the va‘riabies to be examined, identifying
empirically testable hypotheses, using various techniques to obtain reproducible
evidence that supports or refutes the hypotheses, and searching for more general
theories to which specific hypotheses might be ﬁtled?“iAmong those social and
behavioral scientists who employ scientific methods in their research and who
actively engage in the study of international politics, crisis has received con-
siderable attention. The total number of individuals engaged in the scientific
study of crisis, however, remains relatively small and for the most part they have
worked in isolation from one another. The Princeton Symposium on Inter-
national Crises, which ultimately led to this volume, was called to bring some
of these scholars—but by no means all of them—together to discuss each other’s
work and to assess the general state of research and knowledge on crisis.

The discussions at the symposium and the papers that resulted from it have
definite implications for the three problems in the study of crisis mentioned
carlier. For example, the authors of several chapters address the problem of the
isolated case study of crisis. Comparative studies of two or more crises—which
oblige the authors to consider the similarities and the differences between
different situations—replace single case analyses. Moreover, in chapter after
chapter the authors derive explicit hypotheses from their case studies that can
be applied to other crises, thus contributing to the accumulation of knowledge.

Although none of the following chapters deals explicitly with the argument
that each crisis can be understood only if treated as a unique phenomenon, their
common emphasis on the discovery of more general patterns applicable to various
crises permits us to infer their position. The authors appear to reject the conten-
tion that the only meaningful statements about crisis are those tailored ex-
clusively to one and only one specific situation.

Every situation is novel when all its properties are considered. Even two
simple situations—one a carefully executed replication of the other—differ in
numerous ways. Between these occurrences, time will have elapsed. The earth
and solar system will have moved. Human actors will be older and will have
had intervening experiences. Given the novelty of simple, controlled situations,
it is clear that countless differences exist between two complex international
events such as the Berlin blockade of 1948 and Khrushchev’s ultimatum on
Berlin in 1958. Man would be unable to cope with his daily existence, however,
if he did not treat most new situations as comparable to some situations he has
met or learned about in the past. For purposes of evaluationin_gl)_ag_tion, all
humans categorize events according to a limited number of properties and
ignore the rest. The adequacy of a response to a situation will depend, in part,
upon the quality of the classifying categories and our ability to correctly recog-
nize the situation as a member of a class of events. Having established how Fhe
present circumstances are related to some already experienced, man can bring
the success or failure of past responses to bear on his present actior.L Of course,
explanation and action are not the same; nor are the simple situations of daily
living similar to the complex ones of international events. Nevelrthel'ess, if we
correctly recognize a few critical properties of an international sn_uatlon which
identify it as a member of a general set of situations, we may establish numerous













































