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“It is true that governments always tell us that they will never yield to force.  
All history tells us, however, that they will never yield to anything else.” 

- John Strachey, The Menace of Fascism, 1933. 
 

Issues and Policies in American Government 
US MILITARY CONFLICTS AFTER THE COLD WAR  

 
This is an introductory-level course in political science (or "Government"). Political scientists 
study politics, which can be defined as "a competition over who gets what, when, and how."  
 
The core political problem we will study this semester is that the United States, the world's only 
superpower for at least three decades, has invested enormous resources into expanding its 
military forces and fighting overseas. Since 2001, nearly eight thousand service members have 
died in military operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, while over a million others have come home 
wounded — psychologically, physically, or both. In material terms, the Afghanistan and Iraq 
wars, including long-term veterans’ care and related expenses, are estimated to cost over four to 
six trillion dollars, about $40,000 per American household.  
 
The core political puzzle we seek to resolve is: why does the United States, despite 
overwhelming advantages in wealth and weaponry, resort to military force to resolve its 
differences with minor powers in some cases, but pursue diplomacy in other circumstances?  
 
The main tool for addressing both issues is the nature of the international system, which lacks a 
global enforcer and drives even the strongest of states to continually compete for security. 
Because not even a superpower like the United States can be guaranteed permanent security, 
there are strong incentives to wage wars when these conflicts are likely to produce gains in 
relative power. This context helps to explain the variation in US behavior between launching war 
and pursuing diplomacy. In general, when the costs of conflict exceed the benefits, US leaders 
will refrain from risking war and instead advance their preferences through alternative means. 
These simple premises help to explain some of the most consequential US behaviors of the late 
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twentieth and early twenty-first century, including the Iraq War of 2003, the Libya War of 2011, 
and the absence of US military strikes against Iran or North Korea.  
COURSE OBJECTIVES 
 
After successfully completing this course students will have demonstrated they can: 
- Draw the main points from major texts concerning the course subject. 
- Reflect on patterns in US military conflicts and diplomacy. 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS 
 
One course packet, available by online order (at a total cost of $55.00) from Paradigm Books 
(https://squareup.com/store/paradigmbooks/) at this link (https://goo.gl/dnLmS3), will provide 
the required reading. Students should also acquire a notebook and writing utensils, such as a 
decent pen.  
 
READINGS 
 
To stay current, read the listed material before the Tuesday lecture of that week. All readings are 
in the Course Packet, unless otherwise indicated (in which case they will be on Canvas). 
 
Week One – 1/22, 1/24  
 
INTRODUCTION: 
UNDERSTANDING 
WHEN AND WHY THE 
US FIGHTS. 

The record of how great power have acted from ancient Greece 
to interwar Europe presages America's behavior after WWII. 
Like its predecessors, the United States has fought – and will 
continue to fight – to expand its relative influence in the anarchic 
international system until the costs of revision exceed the 
benefits. In other words: until the pain exceeds the gain.  
1. No reading.  

Week Two – 1/29, 1/31  
 
THE HISTORICAL APEX 
OF GREAT POWER 
WAR. 

Competition among a handful of great powers in the early 
twentieth century yields cataclysmic conflicts, followed by the 
less war-prone systems of bipolarity and unipolarity. 
1. Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, pp. 400-408 (the Melian 
Dialogue).  
2. Carr, Edward Hallett. The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919-1939: 
An Introduction to the Study of International Relations. New 
York: Harper & Row, 1939, pp. 63-88.  
3. Brooks, Stephen, and William Wohlforth. America Abroad: 
The United States' Global Role in the 21st Century.  Oxford, 
UK: Oxford University Press, 2016, pp. 14-47, 201-205 (notes). 

Week Three – 2/5, 2/7   
 
PREPONDERANCE AND 
REVISIONISM. 

The United States emerges from World War II in command of 
an unprecedented share of global wealth and weaponry. 
Consistent with neorealist expectations, the US government acts 
to maintain this preponderance as much as possible for as long 
as possible.  
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1. Mearsheimer, John J. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. 
Revised ed.  New York: WW & Norton Company, 2014 [2001], 
pp. 29-61, 423-435 (notes). 
2. Gaddis, John Lewis. Strategies of Containment: A Critical 
Appraisal of Postwar American National Security Policy.  
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1982, pp. 89-98, 377-378 
(notes). 

Week Four – 2/12, 2/14  
 
CORE CONCERNS. 

Panama and Kuwait merit US interventions in 1989 and 1991, 
respectively. Following guidance to avoid protracted war, even 
with minor powers, the US military does not "go to Baghdad" to 
overthrow the Iraqi government led by Saddam Hussein. 
1. Milhollin, Gary. "Building Saddam Hussein’s Bomb." New 
York Times (March 8 1992). 
2. Lawrence Freedman and Efraim Karsh. The Gulf Conflict 
1990-1991: Diplomacy and War in the New World Order. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993, xx-xxv (maps), 
386-409, 481-483 (notes). 

Week Five –                   
2/19 (Exam 1), 2/21 
 
 
POST-COLD WAR 
REVISIONISM. 

Having won the Cold War against the Soviet Union, the US 
government under President George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton 
works to expand the scope of countries under US military 
influence. Clinton realizes this expansion through NATO 
expansion and the implementation of policies consistent with the 
1992 Defense Planning Guidance.  
1. Mearsheimer, John J. "Why We Will Soon Miss the Cold 
War." The Atlantic 266, no. 2 (August 1990): 35-37, 40-42. 
2. Homolar, Alexandra. "How to Last Alone at the Top: US 
Strategic Planning for the Unipolar Era." Journal of strategic 
studies 34, no. 2 (April 2011): 189-217. 

Week Six –  2/26, 2/28 
 
PERIPHERAL 
CONCERNS. 

In sub-Saharan Africa, Somalia and Rwanda prove not to merit 
major US losses, as shown by Clinton's rapid withdrawal of 
forces from Rwanda and his tepid response to genocide in 
Rwanda. Closer to home, Clinton topples a troublesome regime 
in Haiti.  
1. Chollet, Derek, and James Goldgeier. America between the 
Wars: From 11/9 to 9/11.  New York: Public Affairs, 2008, pp. 
72-84, 90-99, 350-352 (notes). 
2. Taylor B. Seybolt. Humanitarian military intervention: the 
conditions for success and failure. Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press, 2007, pp. xvi, 70-78. 

Week Seven – 3/5, 3/7 
 
AIR WARS. 

Clinton uses air power, but not ground troops, to save lives and 
advance America's preferred outcomes in the core countries of 
the former Yugoslavia. He also escalates air attacks on Hussein 
in Iraq. 
1. Taylor B. Seybolt. Humanitarian military intervention: the 
conditions for success and failure. Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press, 2007, pp. xv (map), 61-70. 
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2. Chollet, Derek, and James Goldgeier. America between the 
Wars: From 11/9 to 9/11.  New York: Public Affairs, 2008, pp. 
125-135, 355-356 (notes). 
3. Daalder, Ivo H, and Michael E O'Hanlon. Winning Ugly: 
NATO's War to Save Kosovo.  Washington, DC: Brookings 
Institution Press, 2004, 1-21, 279-281 (notes). 

Week Eight – 3/12, 3/14 
 
RESPONDING TO AL-
QAEDA. 

As al-Qaeda operates out of Sudan and Afghanistan, its lethal 
attacks on Americans and US interests do not provoke high-risk 
combat intervention until after September 11, 2001.   
1. Wright, Lawrence. The Looming Tower: Al-Qaeda and the 
Road to 9/11.  New York: Knopf, 2006, 294-326, 477-480 
(notes). 
2. Abu-Lughod, Lila. "Do Muslim Women Really Need 
Saving?: Anthropological Reflections on Cultural Relativism 
and Its Others." American Anthropologist 104, no. 3 (September 
2002), 783-790. 

Week Nine – 3/26, 3/28 
 
LAND WARS. 

The September 11 attacks suppress casualty aversion and relax 
the domestic restraints on US combat intervention. Afghanistan 
is the first target; Iraq the second.  
1. Kolhatkar, Sonali, and James Ingalls. Bleeding Afghanistan: 
Washington, Warlords, and the Propaganda of Silence.  New 
York: Seven Stories Press, 2006, 41-84, 267-273 (notes) 
2. Bacevich, Andrew J. America's War for the Greater Middle 
East: A Military History.  New York: Random House, 2016, 
239-269, 411-416 (notes). 

Week Ten –                      
4/2 (Exam 2), 4/4 
 
ENGAGEMENT 

Brisk wars in Afghanistan and Iraq conclude successfully by 
May 1, 2003. They are followed by a protracted effort to install 
US-approved leaders and suppress armed opposition 
movements, aka "insurgents."  
1. Minxin Pei and Sara Kasper. Lessons from the Past: The 
American Record on Nation Building.  Washington, DC: 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2003, pp. 1-7. 
2. Nadia Schadlow. "War and the Art of Governance." 
Parameters 33, no. 3 (Autumn 2003): 85-94.  
3. Hoffman, Frank. "A Second Look at the Powell Doctrine." 
War on the Rocks (February 20 2014).   
The George W. Bush and Barack Obama administrations shelve 
military options and use multilateral diplomacy to address 
possible targets of regime change war: Libya and Iran.   
1. Tyler, Patrick E. "Libya’s Atom Bomb in Early Phases." New 
York Times (December 30 2003). 
2. Kaplan, Eben. "How Libya Got Off the List." Council on 
Foreign Relations backgrounder (October 16 2007). 
3. Bolton, John R. "To Stop Iran’s Bomb, Bomb Iran." New York 
Times (March 26 2015). 
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4. Long, Austin. "If you really want to bomb Iran, take the deal." 
Washington Post (April 3 2015). 
3. Laub, Zachary. "International Sanctions on Iran." 
Council on Foreign Relations Backgrounder (July 15 2015). 

Week Eleven – 4/9, 4/11 
 
HUMANITARIANISM 
AND REALISM UNDER 
OBAMA  

Documentary: The Final Year (2018).  
 
The movie will be screened in class. It is also available on 
reserve at the Fine Arts Library and be watched through various 
streaming services.  
 
The documentaryis required material. How you watch it is up to 
you. The easiest (and freest) way is to just come to class 
normally. But attendance will not be taken and there will not be 
a quiz.  
 

Week Twelve – 4/16, 4/18 
 
OBAMA'S WARS. 

Despite once declaring he opposed "dumb wars," Obama 
escalates US fighting in Afghanistan and supports a NATO 
regime change war in Libya, which replaces a brutal dictatorship 
with a cruel civil war.   
1. Mark Landler, “The Afghan War and the Evolution of 
Obama,” New York Times, January 1, 2017.  
2. Hastings, Michael. "Inside Obama's War Room." Rolling 
Stone (October 13, 2011). 

Week Thirteen – 4/23, 4/25 
 
RUSSIA PUSHES BACK. 

As Russian President Vladimir Putin projects military power to 
prevent regime change in Syria, Obama backs away from direct 
US military involvement in Syria's civil war. In 2014, he deploys 
US air and ground forces to fight the so-called Islamic State 
group in Syria and Iraq, a mission that – along with the 
Afghanistan war – will pass to his successor.   
1. Goldberg, Jeffrey. "The Obama Doctrine." The Atlantic  
(April 2016). 
2. Putin, Vladimir V. "A Plea of Caution from Russia." New 
York Times (September 11 2013). 
3. Putin, Vladimir V. "Statement at the 70th session of the UN 
General Assembly." (September 28 2015). 

Week Fourteen – 4/30, 5/2 
 
THE REGIME CHANGE 
HIATUS. 

The constraints on US options in Syria remain clear under 
Donald J. Trump, who launches cruise missiles but does not 
promote regime change in Damascus. Elsewhere, Trump rattles 
his saber Iran and North Korea, but employs non-military 
methods: sanctions on Iran, rapprochement with North Korea. 
1. Woodward, Bob. Fear: Trump in the White House.  New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 2018, 91-102 (North Korea), 146-154 
(Syria), 177-182 (North Korea), 279-283 (North Korea).  
2. The Editors. "The Return of U.S. Sanctions on Iran: What to 
Know." Council on Foreign Relations backgrounder (August 6 
2018). 
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3. Albert, Eleanor. "North Korea’s Military Capabilities." 
Council on Foreign Relations (June 6 2018). 
4. Snyder, Scott A. "North Korean Missile Tests: A Wary 
Pause." Council on Foreign Relations (November 28 2018). 

Week Fifteen –                  
5/7 (Exam 3),  
5/9 (closing lecture and in-
class exercise) 
 
CONCLUSION: THE 
OUTLOOK FOR GREAT 
POWER CONFLICT 

 
 
1. No new readings. 

 
 
 
COMMUNICATION 
Professor Brownlee and the TA are happy to field your questions in person or by email. There 
is no need to contact us if you are missing a class without a UT-approved documented reason. 
If you do miss a class, however, you are responsible for getting notes and information from 
classmates on what was covered. After doing so, you are welcome to approach Brownlee or 
the TA with outstanding questions. When communicating by email, plan for a 48-hour (or two 
business day) response time. 

 
GRADING POLICY 
 
Grades will be determined by:  
I. Attendance and compliance with course policies during the first and second halves of the 
semester (10% and 10%). 
II. Weekly unannounced short quizzes on the readings (20%). 
III. Three multiple-choice and short-answer-question exams (20%, 20%, 20%), administered in 
class on Tues., February 19, Tues., April 2nd, and Tues., May 7th. 
 
 
I. ATTENDANCE AND COMPLIANCE (20% total) 

1. Attendance will be taken within the first 5 minutes of class and can also be taken at the end of 
class. Be on-time and do not leave early. If you have a university-approved documented excuse 
for an absence, email a copy of the documentation to the TA. These excuses include illness with 
a doctor's note; religious holiday; sports, debate, and other university team events. They do not 
include individual campus interviews.  

2. The only permitted screens during lecture are the instructor's laptop and the main display. 
Students are encouraged to take notes by hand. Lectures may also be recorded. (Note that going 
back and listening to entire lectures can be a chore.) 
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3. Attend fully and respectfully.  

II. WEEKLY QUIZZES (20% total) 
 
About once a week there will be a short pop quiz on core elements of the assigned texts. A 
student's lowest two quiz grades will be dropped. A quiz missed due to an excused absence will 
not be included and will reduce the denominator when calculating the quiz portion of the course 
grade.  
 
Example of calculating the quiz portion of the course grade 
 
Let us imagine there were twelve quizzes over the course of the semester. Hussein took eleven 
of the quizzes, because he had an excused absence on one of the quiz days. Each of the quiz 
was 0-2 points. Hussein's quiz grades were: 2, 2, 1, 0, 2, 2, NA (excused absent), 2, 2, 0, 1, and 
2. When calculating Hussein's overall quiz grade, the professor and TA drop the two lowest 
scores (0 and 0). Then they total the remaining scores: 2, 2, 1, 2, 2, 2, 2, 1, 2, which equals 16, 
out of 18. Hussein's quiz grade for the course would be (16 / 18) * 15 = 13.33 (out of 15). 
 
The same semester, Maria did not miss any of the twelve quizzes due to an excused absence. 
Her quiz grades were: 1, 2, 1, 1, 2, 2, 2, 2, 2, 0, 2, 0. The lowest two grades (0 and 0) were 
dropped. The remaining grades were summed, out of a possible 20 total points, and equaled 
17. Maria's quiz grade for the course would be (17 / 20) * 15 = 12.75 (out of 15).    

 
III. EXAMS (60% total) 
 
Exams will comprise 40 short-answer, matching, and multiple-choice items. Exams will draw on 
all course materials to date but will focus on the materials since the last exam. The best 
preparation is a comfortable grasp of the main points from readings and lectures – as well as a 
reliable alarm clock. (Seriously, students have overslept.)  
 
Grasping the materials typically means being able to answer the following questions: 
- What does this reading/lecture say about the course subject?  
- If applicable, who were the main people, places and events? In short, what was the story? 
- Is there a larger argument or lesson that the author/professor makes?  
 
FINAL GRADE  
 
Final grades will be determined on the basis of this rubric: A = 94-100; A- = 90-93.999; B+ = 
87-89.999; B = 84-86.999; B- = 80-83.999; C+ = 77-79.999; C = 74-76.999; C- = 70-73.999; D+ 
= 67-69.999; D = 64-66.999; D- = 60-63.999; F = 0-60. To ensure fairness, all numbers are 
absolute, and will not be rounded up or down at any stage, i.e., a 93.9 is an A-. The professor 
and TAs will not alter grades calculated at the end of the semester. 
 
ADDITIONAL COURSE POLICIES AND GUIDELINES 
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Attendance  
Students who attend are expected to come on time. In the classroom students are expected to 
comport themselves in a professional manner. If you miss a class for any reason, you are 
responsible for catching up on the material. That begins with consulting classmates, NOT with 
asking the Professor or the TA "So… what did I miss?"  
 
Academic accommodations  
The University of Austin provides upon request appropriate academic accommodations for 
qualified students with disabilities. For more information, contact the Office of the Dean of 
Students at 471-6259, 471-6441 TTY. All accommodations must be coordinated through the 
Office of the Dean of Students. Students needing accommodations should communicate this 
need to before the third class meeting by providing the accommodation letter to the professor or 
teaching assistant.  
 
Religious holidays or official extracurricular activities 
Religious holy days sometimes conflict with class and examination schedules. It is the policy of 
the University of Texas at Austin that you must notify each of your instructors at least fourteen 
days prior to the classes scheduled on dates you will be absent to observe a religious holy day. If 
you miss a test due to the observance of a religious holy day you will be given an opportunity to 
complete the work missed within a reasonable time after the absence.  
 
Students missing class for an official extracurricular activity must provide documentation at least 
fourteen days prior.  
 
Progress in the Course 
Professor Brownlee and the TA are committed to helping all students understand the course 
material to the fullest extent of their interest. Toward that goal they are available outside of class 
during office hours to go over key points in the assigned texts. When lectures incorporate slides, 
these slides will be posted on Canvas after the lecture.  
 
Scholastic Dishonesty 
“Scholastic dishonesty… includes but is not limited to, cheating, plagiarism, collusion, falsifying 
academic records, and any act designed to give unfair academic advantage to the student (such 
as, but not limited to, submission of essentially the same written assignment for two courses 
without prior permission of the instructor, providing false or misleading information in an effort 
to receive a postponement or an extension on a test, quiz, or other assignment), or the attempt to 
commit such an act” (Section 11-802 (b), Institutional Rules on Student Services and Activities).  
 
If you have any questions about what constitutes scholastic dishonesty, you should consult with 
me and the following website: http://deanofstudents.utexas.edu/sjs/acint_student.php . Violations 
will be reported to Student Judicial Services and the student(s) in question will fail this course. In 
additions, students are expected to abide by the university's rules on student conduct.  
http://catalog.utexas.edu/general-information/appendices/appendix-c/student-discipline-and-
conduct/#subchapter11400.prohibitedconduct 
 
Grade Appeals 
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Any complaints about grades should be initiated with a written explanation (by paper or email) 
of why the decisions behind the assignment of your grade should be revisited. You will have one 
week after an exam or paper has been handed back to submit this written explanation. Once you 
have submitted your written request, the TA and professor will decide whether to re-grade your 
entire assignment. Performance in other classes taken here at the university is not germane to 
any grading decision made in this class. Consequently, if receiving a D in this class places you 
on academic probation, this does not constitute a viable justification for requesting the 
regarding of an assignment.  
 
Cell Phones and other External Communications 
Starting in the third week (Tuesday, September 11), all electronic devices are to be turned off 
during class. 
 
Syllabus Changes 
The syllabus is subject to change by the professor. Any alteration in the syllabus course schedule 
will be announced in class, posted to Canvas, or both.  
 
Reading workload and some tips 
This class is based on close reading of an average of 30-40 pages/week and attention to the 
lectures. Students should expect to spend 4-6 hours on the readings per week. Accordingly, class 
meetings comprise only about one-third of the time commitment needed for satisfactory 
performance. Close reading entails reflecting on the text as you are reading, and evaluating the 
author’s argument.  
 
Look for the author’s argument and the evidence she uses to support it: What is the main claim 
she makes? With whom is she disagreeing? Then consider your reactions to the author’s work: 
Does this make sense to you? Why or why not? What are the weaknesses of the argument?   
 
Plan your readings to be spaced out in reasonable increments. Thoughtful reading takes time and 
energy. It is more pleasant and more productive to read over several days than to try and 
compress all the reading into a couple of nights. 
 
The goal of close reading is not turning pages, but being able to say something about the material 
and evaluate it. When you are done reading, check to see that you can summarize the author’s 
argument in a few sentences. You may want to take 5 minutes and write down this summary, 
particularly if you are reading several different texts in a given week.   
 
Time management is a valuable skill in college and life. Professor Brownlee and the TA are 
glad to meet with you to discuss ways of organizing your schedule to carve out and protect the 
time needed for this class, e.g., thinking about when and where you study most effectively. Then 
set aside blocks of time that are reserved for homework for this class. Whatever your particular 
approach to managing time, if you would like assistance, it is best to approach Professor 
Brownlee or the TAs in the first two weeks of class.  
 
This course is expected to make up one component in a full student schedule of classes, 
extracurricular activities, work, and other commitments. The assignments and workload are 
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designed to require approximately 4-6 hours, in addition to the time spent attending lectures. (If 
you do not have that kind of time to devote to this GOV 312, I would encourage you to select 
another class or choose another semester to take this class.)  
 
Strictness is fairness. The syllabus specifies the workload, deadlines, and grading rubric for the 
course. If any changes occur, they will be announced in class. In short, everyone knows the 
expectations for the class. Further, by taking the course, students are indicating that they will 
honestly strive to submit their best work punctually.  
 
Most students are busy; all students merit equal treatment. Therefore, the TA and 
Professor Brownlee will be strict about applying the announced policies uniformly.  


