CHAPTER TWO

COUNTERFACTUAL THOUGHT EXPERIMENTS:

A NECESSARY RESEARCH TOOL

To appear in Phil A. Tetlock, Richard Ned Lebow

and Geoffrey Parker, eds.

UNMAKING THE WEST: COUNTERFACTUAL

THOUGHT EXPERIMENTS IN HISTORY

Richard Ned Lebow
The Mershon Center
The Ohio State University
lebow.1@osu.edu

April 2001



Counterfactuals are routinely used in the physical and biological sciences to develop and
evaluate sophisticated, non-linear models." They have been used with telling effect in the study
of economic history and American politics.” But for most historians counterfactual arguments
have no scholarly standing. They are flights of fancy, fun over a beer or two in the faculty club,
but not the stuff of serious research.” This dismissive attitude may be encouraged by the
emergence and popularity of counterfactual historical as a fictional genre, and the uncomfortable
similarities between some recent works of counterfactual scholarship and such fiction. Our
volume rests on the assumption that counterfactuals can be used as an effective research tool, but
this requires a clear understanding of the nature of counterfactuals, the circumstances to which
they are best suited and appropriate protocols for conducting counterfactual thought
experiments.

With these ends in mind, I begin my chapter with an exploration of the differences
between counterfactual and so-called “factual” arguments and offer the proposition that the
difference between is greatly exaggerated; it is one of degree, not of kind. I go on to discuss
different uses of counterfactual thought experiments for historians. In the course of the
discussion, I distinguish between miracle and plausible world and scholarly and folk
counterfactuals and their respective uses. I critique a recent historical work based on
counterfactuals and some of the relevant literature in social science. On the basis of these
evaluations, I propose nine criteria to guide plausible world counterfactuals. I conclude by
looking at the special problems of applying counterfactual analysis to a problem as broad as the

rise and success of the West.



COUNTERFACTUALS VERSUS FACTUALS

Counterfactuals are “what if” statements, usually about the past. Counterfactual
experiments vary aspects of the past and analyze how these changes would have affected the
course of events. In history, such experiments always have uncertain outcomes because we can
neither predict the future nor rerun the tape of history to see what might actually happen.

The speculative nature of counterfactuals makes many scholars wary of them. But
counterfactual analysis can often be conducted in an evidence rich environment. In the
aftermath of Aldrich Ames’ arrest as a Soviet spy, the Central Intelligence Agency convened a
team of counter-intelligence experts to figure out how he might have been unmasked earlier.
The team imagined a series of procedures that might have been in place and asked which, if any
of them, might have tripped up Ames. Their knowledge of Ames’ personality, motives and
behavior and of the modus operandi of his Soviet spy masters allowed them to conduct their
inquiry with what they believed to be a high degree of precision.* In New York City authorities
recently used the fear of widespread Y2K computer failures to test the ability of City agencies to
respond to a complex emergency. Officials were confident that such breakdowns would not
occur, and used the scenarios as “future counterfactuals” to provide useful data to identify
bottlenecks and improve performance.’

The controversy surrounding the strategy of deterrence offers a history-international
relations example. One of the principal policy “lessons” of the 1930s was that appeasement
whets the appetites of dictators while military capability and resolve restrains them. The failure
of Anglo-French efforts to appease Hitler is well-established, but the putative efficacy of

deterrence rests on the counterfactual that Hitler could have been restrained if France and Britain



had demonstrated willingness to go to war in defense of the European territorial status quo.
German documents make this an eminently researchable question, and historians have used these
documents to try to determine at what point Hitler could no longer be deterred.® Their findings
have important implications for the historical assessment of French and British policy and for the
strategy of deterrence.

The Cuban missile crisis is another evidence-rich environment, and one in which
counterfactuals drove policy and can now be tested. Nikita Khrushchev’s decision to send and
remove missiles from Cuba, and Kennedy’s decision to impose a blockade were contingent upon
hypothetical antecedents. Kennedy believed, incorrectly, as it turned out, that Khrushchev sent
missiles to Cuba because he doubted his resolve, and would not have done so if he had taken a
stronger stand at the Bay of Pigs or in Berlin. Kennedy reasoned that he had to compel
Khrushchev to remove the missiles to convince him of his resolve and to deter a subsequent and
more serious Soviet challenge to the Western position in Berlin. Recent evidence from Soviet
and American archives and interviews with former officials make it possible to explore the
validity of most of these counterfactuals, and thus to evaluate the choices of Soviet and
American leaders and subsequent scholarly analyses of the crisis.”

Quantitative counterfactual analysis is another possibility. Jay Winter exploits
counterfactual projections of mortality rates based on pre-war data from Prudential Life
Insurance policies to determine the age structure of British war losses. He combines data from
the life tables for 1913 and 1915 in roughly two to one proportions, as the war did not begin until
August 1914, to create a counterfactual table for 1914. On the basis of the prior decade, he then

calculates what the life tables would have been for the period 1914-18 in the absence of war. By



comparing the actual death rates in each age group with the counterfactual estimates, he is able
to determine the death rates by of five year cohorts for each year of the war.®

Real cases can be framed as counterfactuals, and their evidentiary base can be exploited
to make counterfactual comparisons. Charles Tilly uses imperial China to construct a
counterfactual Europe to discover the conditions under which post-Westphalian Europe, lilke
China, might have been dominated by a single political unit that excluded the majority of the
population from any political participation.” Tin-bor Victoria Hui employs this strategy to
examine state formation in China and Europe. She identified a series of processes common to
both regions and has uses China as a “real world counterfactual” to evaluate state formation in
Europe, and vice versa.'’ In our volume Kenneth Pomeranz uses Europe as a real counterfactual
case to explain why China did not have an independent industrial revolution.'" All these
experiments are based on the assumption that similar causal mechanisms may operate in diverse
contexts and thus have different consequences. By examining the differential impact of these
mechanisms, and how they were determined by local conditions, we can learn a lot about
different trajectories of historical development.'?

Even when evidence is meager or absent, the difference between counterfactual and
“factual” history may still be marginal. Documents are rarely “smoking guns” that allow
researchers to establish motives or causes beyond a reasonable doubt. Actors only occasionally
leave evidence about their motives, and historians rarely accept such testimony at face value.
More often historians infer motives from what they know about actors’ personalities and goals,
their past behavior and the constraints under which they operated. In his highly acclaimed study
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expectation that it would deter Sparta from going to the aid of Corinth. If deterrence failed,
Athens, protected by its city walls and the long walls to its harbor at Piraeus, would refuse to
engage the main body of Spartan forces even if they invaded Attica and laid waste to its olive
orchards and vineyards. After a few years of frustration, Pericles expected the Spartans to
recognize the futility of waging war against Athens, the peace faction, led by King Archidamus,
to regain power, and the two hegemons to reach a more lasting accommodation.'® This scenario
is purely speculative, and intended to explain away behavior that would otherwise appear
unenlightened and warlike.

The problem of motive is not unique to ancient history, where sources are notoriously
meager. Janice Gross Stein and I spent several years researching a book on Cold War crises.
We scoured archives in four countries, utilized documents collected or declassified by other
researchers, and conducted extensive interviews with former American, Soviet, Israeli and
Egyptian policymakers. We accumulated a mass of relevant information but still had no hard
evidence about the motives for some of the key decisions of Kennedy and Khrushchev. We
suspect that Khrushchev was never clear in his own mind about the relative importance of the
several goals that made a missile deployment in Cuba attractive to him. Given the delicate
nature of many crisis decisions, neither leader was willing to share his goals and reasoning with
even his most intimate advisors. Khrushchev further complicated the picture by telling various
officials what they wanted to hear and thus what he thought most likely to garner their support.14

When we move from the level of analysis of individual actors to small groups, elites,
societies, states and regional and international systems, the balance between evidence and
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behavior is a response to the constraints and opportunities generated by a set of domestic or
international conditions. Mark Elvin’s elegant study of China starts from the premise that
empires expand to the point at which their technological superiority over their neighbors is
approximately counterbalanced by the burdens of size. At this equilibrium, imperial social
institutions come under constant strain because of the high relative cost of security. Harsh
taxation impoverishes peasant cultivators and leads to falling tax revenues. The ensuing decline
in the number of free subjects makes military recruitment more difficult, and governments rely
instead on barbarian auxiliaries, even for their main fighting forces. To save money,
governments also give up active defense policies and try to keep hostile barbarians at bay
through diplomacy, bribery and settlement on imperial lands. The inevitable outcome is a
weakened economic base, barbarization from within, and finally, partial or total collapse of the
empire.”> Elvin musters considerable evidence in support of his thesis, much of it from primary
sources, but it is all in the way of illustration. Nowhere is he able to show that Chinese leaders
took any of the policies he describes for any of the reasons he attributes to them.

For the most part then, structural arguments are built on a chain of inference that uses
behavioral “principles” as anchor points. Empirical evidence, when available, may be exploited
to suggest links between these principles and behavior. But even in the best of cases these links
are indirect and presumptive, and can be corroborated only obliquely and incompletely. Readers
evaluate these arguments on the seeming “reasonableness” of the inferences made, the quality
and relevance of the evidence offered in support and the extent to which that evidence permits or
constrains alternative interpretations. Receptivity to arguments is significantly influenced by the

appeal of the underlying, political and behavioral “principles” in which the inferences are rooted.



When these “principles” run counter to the reigning orthodoxy, the arguments may be dismissed
out of hand regardless of the evidence.

Good counterfactual thought experiments differ little from “factual” modes of historical
reconstruction. If we attempt to evaluate the importance of Mikhail Gorbachev for the end of the
Cold War by considering the likely consequences of Chernenko being succeeded by someone
else, we need to study the career and policies of other possible successors (e.g., Grishin,
Romanov, Ligachev), and infer their policies on the basis of their past preferences and
commitments, the political environment in 1985 and the general domestic and foreign situation
of the Soviet Union.'® There is a lot of evidence about all three questions, evidence that sustains
informed arguments about the kind of domestic and foreign policies these leaders might have
pursued. Admittedly, unexpected events, like Mathias Rust’s Cessna flight to Red Square in
May 1987, which Gorbachev exploited to purge the military of many hardliners, can also have
significant influence on policy.

The difference between factual and counterfactual arguments is further blurred when we
recognize that, as in the Cuban missile crisis, we often need to understand the factual and
counterfactual beliefs of historical actors account for their behavior. In the missile crisis, beliefs
shaped arguments: in the absence of compelling evidence, the beliefs of officials determined the
motives they attributed to Khrushchev for deploying Soviet missiles in Cuba, their estimates of
the cost calculations and political conflicts they assumed to being taking place in Moscow and
the likely Soviet responses to a blockade, air strike or invasion. Some of these beliefs took the
form of conditional expectations (if I don’t withdraw the missiles, Kennedy will attack Cuba),

and with the passage of time they became historical counterfactuals (Kennedy would have



attacked Cuba if Khrushchev had not agreed to withdraw the Soviet missiles).

Counterfactuals are frequently smuggled into so-called factual narratives. E. H. Carr, no
friend of counterfactuals, did this in his treatment of the Soviet Union when he insisted that the
Bolshevik Revolution was highjacked by Stalin. The implication is that socialism would have
developed differently without him.'” After Cuba, former Kennedy administration officials and
many scholars maintained that Khrushchev would not have deployed missiles in Cuba if
Kennedy had behaved more decisively at the Bay of Pigs, the Vienna summit and in Berlin.
There was no evidence to support this interpretation, but it became the conventional wisdom and
helped to shape a host of subsequent policy decisions, including the disastrous intervention in
Vietnam. The evidence that became available in the Gorbachev era suggested that Khrushchev
decided to send missiles secretly to Cuba because he overestimated Kennedy’s resolve; he feared
that Kennedy was preparing to invade Cuba and would send the American navy to stop any ships
carrying missiles to Cuba to deter that invasion.'® Counterfactual arguments, like any historical
argument, are only as compelling as the logic and “evidence” offered by the researcher to
substantiate the links between the hypothesized antecedent and its expected consequences.
Every good counterfactual thus rests on multiple “factuals,” just as every factual rests on
counterfactual assumptions — and these assumptions too often go unexamined.

Any sharp distinction between factuals and counterfactuals rests on questionable
ontological claims. Many of the scholars who dismiss counterfactual arguments do so because
they do not believe they are based on facts. Philosophers have long recognized that “facts” are
social constructions. They do not deny the existence of reality quite independently of any

attempt to understand it by human beings, or that some understandings may transcend culture.



Physical scientists may be correct in their claim that fundamental concepts like mass, volume
and temperature are essential to the study of nature, and that extraterrestrial scientists would
have to possess the same concepts to understand the universe. This is not true of social concepts,
which vary across and within human cultures. There are many ways of describing social
interactions, and the choice and utility of concepts depend largely on the purpose of the
“knower.”"”

“Temperature” is undeniably a social construction, but it is a measure of something
observable and real: changes in the energy levels of molecules. Social and political concepts do
not describe anything so concrete. There is no such thing as a balance of power, a social class or
a tolerant society. Social “facts” are reflections of the concepts we use to describe social reality,
not of reality itself. They are ideational and subjective, and even the existence of “precise”
measures for them — something we only rarely have -- would not make them any less arbitrary.
For, as Quine has shown, theoretical concepts insinuate themselves into the “data language” of
even the hardest sciences.”’ The construction of “factual” history is therefore imaginary, and its
only claim to privilege is that the concepts and categories in terms of which it is constructed tell
us something useful or interesting about the social world. The same is true for counterfactual
history.

Counterfactuals can be used experimentally to substantiate Quine’s claim that there is no
conceptually neutral data language. Tetlock and Lebow asked a group of foreign policy experts
to assess the contingency of the outcome of the Cuban missile crisis. One of their experiments
used a "factual framing" of the question (at what point did some form of peaceful resolution of

the Cuban missile crisis become inevitable?) and a counterfactual framing (at what point did all



alternative, more violent, outcomes become impossible?). From a logical point of view, the two
questions are strictly complementary. If we know the answer to either question, we should be
able to deduce the answer to the other. Even though these two measures were obtained almost
side-by-side in our questionnaire, the factual versus counterfactual framings of the historical
question elicited systematically different responses, not just random variation that could be
attributed to fatigue or boredom. Experts perceived substantially more contingency when they
reflected on the counterfactually framed question. This is a good empirical demonstration of the
importance of the benchmark against which the outcome is compared, and offers support for the
constructivist claim that how we pose "purely empirical" questions systematically shapes the

answers we find.?'

WHY COUNTERFACTUALS?

Counterfactuals can combat the deeply rooted human propensity to see the future as more
contingent than the past, reveal contradictions in our belief systems and highlight double
standards in our moral judgments. Counterfactuals are an essential ingredient of scholarship.
They help determine the research questions we deem important and the answers we find to them.
They are also necessary to evaluate the political, economic and moral benefits of real world
outcomes. These evaluations in turn help drive future research.

Receptivity to contingency: There is a strong bias in the scholarly community against
the contingency of important historical events. Two distinct but reinforcing processes account
may be at work here. R. H. Tawney observed that historians give “an appearance of

inevitableness” to an existing order by dragging into prominence the forces which have
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triumphed and thrusting into the background those which they have swallowed up.”** According
to Charles Tilly, inevitability is an artifact of the “retrospective” approach that examines
phenomena by working backwards from them to discover their causes. When applied to the
study of state formation it ignores the “hundreds of states that once flourished but then
disappeared.” For this reason, Tilly proposes the “prospective” method to combat this bias;
researchers would begin at the formative stages in history and search forward for alternative
paths and outcomes.”

Historical interpretations, no matter how well-documented or convincingly presented,
rarely achieve a consensus. They provoke critiques and contending interpretations, and the
resulting controversy stimulates a search for additional documents. New evidence may require
historians to reformulate their interpretations but it rarely discredits them outright. As the
historiography of the First World War indicates, new evidence often provides the basis for still
more interpretations. Decades of controversy, or even centuries of controversy about the French
Revolution or the collapse of the Roman Empire, give rise to a plethora of interpretations that
attribute these developments to a wide range of intellectual, social, economic and political
causes.”’ Remove one or several putative causes and a half-dozen others remain. Historical
debate encourages the belief that most major events and developments were massively
“overdetermined.””

The disciplinary tendency to privilege structural explanations is reinforced by the
“certainty of hindsight bias.”*® Baruch Fischoff has demonstrated that “outcome knowledge”
affects our understanding of the past by making it difficult for us to recall that we were once

unsure about what was going to happen. Events deemed improbable by experts (e.g., peace
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between Egypt and Israel, the end of the Cold War), are often considered “overdetermined” and
all but inevitable after they have occurred.”” By tracing the path that appears to have lead to a
known outcome, we diminish our sensitivity to alternative paths and outcomes. We may fail to
recognize the uncertainty under which actors operated and the possibility that they could have
made different choices that might have led to different outcomes.

Many psychologists regard the certainty of hindsight effect as deeply rooted and difficult
to eliminate. But the experimental literature suggests that counterfactual intervention can assist
people in retrieving and making explicit their massive but largely latent uncertainty about
historical junctures, that is to recognize that they once thought, perhaps correctly, that events
could easily have taken a different turn. The proposed correctives use one cognitive bias to
reduce the effect of another. Ross, Lepper, Strack and Steinmetz exploited the tendency of
people to inflate the perceived likelihood of vivid scenarios to make them more responsive to
contingency. People they presented with scenarios describing possible life histories of post-
therapy patients evaluated these possibilities as more likely than did members of the control
group who were not given the scenarios. This effect persisted even when all the participants in
the experiment were told that the post-therapy scenarios were entirely hypothetical.”® Philip E.
Tetlock and the author conducted a series of experiments to test the extent to which
counterfactual “unpacking” leads foreign policy experts to upgrade the contingency of
international crises. In the first experiment, one group of experts was asked to assess the
inevitability of the Cuban missile crisis. A second group was asked the same questions, but
given three junctures at which the course of the crisis might have taken a different turn. A third

group was given the same three junctures, and three arguments for why each of them was
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plausible. Judgments of contingency varied in proportion to the degree of counterfactual
unpacking.”’ There is every reason to expect that scholars exposed to counterfactuals, and better
yet, forced to grapple with their theoretical consequences, will also become more open to the
role of contingency in key decisions and events.

Framing research: Research questions arise when events strike us as interesting or
anomalous. To conceive of an event as anomalous we need a benchmark that establishes what is
normal. In the hard sciences, benchmarks can sometimes be derived from a well-established
laws or statistical generalizations; cold fusion would have been contrary to several of these laws
and thus a truly anomalous event. There are few laws or statistical generalizations applicable to
the social world, but we all hold to theories, or at least strong views, about how that world
works. They give rise to expectations, and when they are unfulfilled, to counterfactual worlds.
These alternative worlds may appear more probable than the actual state of affairs. During the
Cold War, the preeminent question in the security field was “the long peace” between the
superpowers. In international political economy, it was the survival of the postwar international
economic order in the face of America’s decline as a hegemon. Some security specialists
considered it remarkable that the superpowers had avoided war, unlike rival hegemons of the
past. Some political economists were equally surprised that neither Germany nor Japan had
sought to restructure international economic relations to their advantage in response to the
apparent decline of the United States as hegemon.”® Both research agendas assumed that the
status quo was an extraordinary anomaly that required an equally extraordinary explanation. For
researchers who started from different premises -- who assumed that none of the major powers

were so unhappy with the current state of affairs that they were willing to risk war or economic
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disruption to change it -- the seeming robustness of the political and economic orders posed no
intellectual puzzle.

From social science and history alike, the West has too often been the starting point for
our examination of the rest of the world. To return to our example of state formation, early
Modern Europe was composed of multiple political units, many with internal checks, something
many Western scholars tend to see as a highly likely, if not inevitable outcome.’’ China
developed into a unitary empire, and during periods of fragmentation, a universal empire was
still recognized as the norm. Western scholars have sought to explain why China evolved
differently. Not surprisingly, many historians in China assume that the development of a
universal empire was inevitable, and that the Chinese experience is the norm.”> Chang Kwang-
chih suggests that it is time to consider building theories of history on the Chinese experience,
whose history and sources are “as formidable and massive as Western history.”>

All these examples suggest how ideology and culture provide the unspoken assumptions
that shape our understanding of social reality. These understandings generate expectations,
which if they are not met, whether in the future or the past, are regarded as anomalies and
perhaps, interesting research questions. Ideological and cultural biases readily assume the guise
of science and lend themselves to tautological confirmation. This only tightens their hold on the
minds of scholars and public opinion. Counterfactuals are a useful means of exposing the
subjective foundations of these beliefs and providing a possible means for scholars to step
outside their own cultures and belief structures. Suppose we consider if there would have been a

Cold War if the Soviet Union had been a liberal democracy in 1945, or if there had been no

nuclear weapons? What if China had accessible coal reserves and iron deposits close to major
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commercial centers? These counterfactuals are entirely unrealistic but they compel us to
examine the unspoken assumptions that guide our expectations. Perhaps the most imaginative
use of counterfactuals for this purpose has been by Stanislaw _em who has published a book of
reviews of books that were never written!

Testing and evaluation: Counterfactuals are fundamental to all theories and
interpretations. If we hypothesize that x caused y, we assume that y would not have happened in
the absence of x -- ceteris paribus. Quantitative research attempts to get around this problem,
and the contrapositive form of the fallacy of affirmation, by constructing a sample of comparable
cases large enough to contain adequate variation on dependent and independent variables.**
James Fearon rightly observes that this strategy is only effective if there are no causes beyond
those considered that vary systematically with the error term. To rule out this possibility,
researchers need to pose the counterfactual of what would have happened if variables in the error
term were altered? In actual experiments, this problem can only partially be solved by random
assignment.” In case studies and historical narratives, the problem is more pronounced because
of the usual “loading up of explanatory variables.”

Historians and case study researchers typically attempt to establish causation by process
tracing. They try to document the links between a stated cause and a given outcome in lieu of
establishing a statistical correlation. This works best at the individual level of analysis, but only
when there is enough evidence to document the calculations and motives of actors. Even when
such evidence is available, it may still not be possible to determine the relative weight of the
several hypothesized causes, and which, if any, might have produced the outcome in the absence

of others, or in combination with other causes not at work in the case. To sustain causal
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inference it is generally necessary to engage in comparative analysis. This is difficult to do
because it requires extraordinary breadth on the part of the researcher, or a collaborative
enterprise.

Within a single case comparative analysis is also possible and can take two forms: intra-
case comparison and counterfactual analysis. Intra-case comparison breaks down a case into a
series of similar interactions that are treated as separate and independent cases for purposes of
analysis. Numerous studies of arms control and superpower crises have made use of this
technique.*® Like any form of comparative analysis, intra-case comparisons try to show as much
variation as possible on dependent (explanandum) and independent (the explanans) variables.
This is sometimes more difficult to do than in cross-case comparisons. The independence of
cases is also more problematic, as the process and outcome of past decisions are likely to have
considerable influence on subsequent decisions about similar issues. But intra-case comparison
confers a singular benefit: it builds variation within a fundamentally similar political and cultural
context, controlling better than inter-case comparison for many factors that may be important but
otherwise unrecognized. Unfortunately, not every case can be broken down into to multiple
decision points for purposes of comparison.

When intra-case comparison is impossible, variation can be generated within a case by
counterfactual experimentation. This latter strategy lies at the core of many simulations where
variables are given a wide range of counterfactual values to determine the sensitivity of the
outcome to changes in one or more of them. Counterfactual simulation can identity key
variables and the range of values in which they will be have the most impact on the outcome.

Information obtained this way, especially if it has counter-intuitive implications, can guide
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subsequent empirical work intended to test the model or generate information necessary to make
it a better representation of reality. Counterfactual simulation can test theories more directly.
Lars-Eric Cederman used this method to test the realist assumption that balancing is the
inevitable consequence of international anarchy. It follows, Cederman reasoned, that global
hegemons should rarely emerge in real or counterfactual worlds. However, he found that they
appear with regularity in counterfactual simulations, especially under conditions of defense-
dominance, the best case for neo-realism.”’

Counterfactual experiments and simulations can tease out the assumptions -- often
unarticulated -- on which a theories and historical interpretations rest.*® Apologists for the
Soviet system insist that communism would have evolved differently if Lenin had lived longer or
had been succeeded by someone other than Stalin.”® Attempts to address this question have not
resolved the controversy but have compelled historians to be more explicit about the underlying
assumptions that guide and sustain contending interpretations of Stalin and the nature of the
Communist party and the Soviet state. Those assumptions have now become the focus of
controversy, and scholars have looked for evidence with which to evaluate them. This process
has encouraged a more sophisticated historical debate.

Because every causal argument has its associated counterfactual, critics have two generic
strategies open to them. They can offer a different and more compelling theory or interpretation
— far and away the most common strategy -- or show that the outcome in question would have
happened in the absence of the hypothesized causes. John Mueller’s study of the Cold War is a

nice example of the second strategy. In contrast to the conventional wisdom that attributes the

“long peace” between the superpowers to nuclear deterrence, Mueller argues that Moscow and
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Washington were restrained by their general satisfaction with the status, by memories of World
War II and the human, economic and social costs of large-scale, conventional warfare. He
contends that the unheralded destructiveness of nuclear weapons was redundant and possibly
counter-productive.” This Mueller strategy readily lends itself to simulation. Researchers can
build a counterfactual world and look at how actors behave under a wide range of conditions,
including those that subtract putative causal factors.

Assessing outcomes: Counterfactuals are a key component of evaluation. Was the
development of nuclear weapons a blessing or a curse for human kind? What about affirmative
action, free trade or the growing economic and political integration of Europe? Serious and
thoughtful scholars can be found on all sides of these controversies. Their arguments share one
thing in common: they use counterfactual benchmarks — most often, implicitly — to assess the
merits of real world policies, outcomes or trends. Proponents of nuclear weapons who claim that
nuclear weapons had beneficial consequences during the Cold War imagine a superpower war,
or at least a higher probability of one, in the absence of nuclear deterrence. Some critics of
nuclear weapons, like John Mueller, argue that self-deterrence based on memories of the horrors
of conventional war, would have kept the peace. Other critics contend that they sustained the
Cold War, and that it would have been less intense, and possibly resolved earlier, in their
absence.

Assessment can be significantly influenced, or even determined, by the choice of
counterfactual. The conventional wisdom holds that the allied victory in World War I was a
good thing: it prevented an expansionist, continental power from achieving hegemony in

continental Europe. This assessment represents the view of the world from the corporate
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boardrooms and corridors of power in London, New York and Washington. From the
perspective of say, Polish Jewry, the outcome was a disaster. If Germany had won, there almost
certainly would have been no Hitler and no Holocaust. In this case, the choice of counterfactual
reflects the different interests of the groups. As with historical analogies, the interesting, and
eminently researchable, question becomes the extent to which counterfactuals guide evaluation
or are chosen to justify positions that people have reached for quite different reasons.*'

An example of the latter is provided by Alessandro Portelli in his study of Italian
communists. In interviews he conducted in the small city of Terni in Umbria he found that
workers often told stories of how history could and should have gone. These narratives describe
a better world that workers believe might have come to pass if their leadership had caused spefic
events to occur different between 1991 and 1925 and again between 1943 and 1953.*

Must counterfactuals be realistic? The several uses of counterfactuals I have described
use “plausible” and “miracle” world of counterfactuals. Plausible world counterfactuals are
intended to impress readers as realistic; they cannot violate their understanding of what was
technologically, culturally, temporally or otherwise possible. In a recent study of the
significance of World War I, | imagine a world in which Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his
wife, Countess Sophie, returned alive from their visit to Sarajevo.43 This counterfactual strikes
me as eminently plausible because their assassination was such a near thing. Princip’s
accomplice missed the royals en route to city hall, and Princip was lamenting his failure when
the touring car carrying Franz Ferdinand and his wife came to a stop in front to allow the cars at
the head of the procession to back up because they had made a wrong turn. Princip stepped

forward and fired two shots at point blank range into their touring car. With only a minimal
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rewrite of history — the procession is halted after the first attempt, or subsequently stays on the
planned route — the assassination could easily have been averted.

There are many plausible counterfactuals — historical near misses, if you like -- that
might have come to pass but probably would not have had any significance for the outcomes in
question. Plausible counterfactuals must meet a second test: they must have a real probability of
leading to the outcome the researcher intends to bring about. To demonstrate this, the researcher
must construct a logical path between the counterfactual change and the hypothesized outcome,
and meet other tests that are described in the last section of the review. Plausible world
counterfactuals are thought by some researchers to be the only legitimate kind of
counterfactual.**

“Miracle” counterfactuals violate our understanding of what is plausible or even
possible.® Take the following claim: “If Bosnians had been blue-nosed dolphins, NATO would

not have allowed their slaughter.”46

Even Dr. Seuss might find a landlocked province of aquatic
mammals with strong ethnic identities something of a stretch, but the analogy suggests a series
of morally provocative counterfactuals. It Bosnians had were Roman Catholics or Protestants —
and not Muslims — would NATO have intervened sooner? Miracle counterfactuals are useful
for purposes of theory building and testing. If I hypothesize that Europe achieved its military
advantage because it was the only region of the world where no long-standing hegemony was
established, and the resulting prolonged competition among its leading political units made them
lean and mean, better-armed and more efficient in the use of large-scale violence.”” To advance

this hypothesis I must have considered the counterfactual of a hegemonic Europe — perhaps

achieved by a better organized and more astutely led Spain in the sixteenth century. To sustain
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the hypothesis I need to consider what a hegemonic Europe would have been like, and how it
would have differed from historical Europe. Miracle counterfactuals are particularly useful in
evaluating existing interpretations.

John Mueller’s world without nuclear weapons is a miracle counterfactual because it
would require a massive rewrite of a century of scientific and political history to “uninvent”
nuclear weapons, although the timing of their development might be altered by plausible world
counterfactuals. The utility of miracle counterfactuals does not depend on their realism, but on
the analytical utility of considering alternative worlds. Counterfactuals of this kind have a
distinguished lineage. Euclid used one to prove that there are an infinite number of prime
numbers, and Newton to demonstrate that the universe could not be infinite with regularly
distributed and fixed stars. If these conditions held, Newton argued, the sky would not be blue.**

We might also distinguish between scholarly and folk counterfactuals. The former are
those we invent and use in attached experimental way for any of the research purposes I have
described. They may be plausible or miracle world counterfactuals. Folk counterfactuals are
embedded in popular culture and often influence how people frame and respond to problems.
They may provide pithy and powerful statements of widely-held beliefs that mobilize people for
action. I recently heard a prominent religious leader proclaim on a TV talk show that the
Columbine shootings would never have happened if Hollywood and the other media had not
produced so many violent movies, televison shows, popular music and video games. This is a
good representative of the “where did we go wrong?”” question, and assumes a prior turning point
with a better counterfactual outcome if only we had followed it. Regret and desire appear to be

the principal motivating agents of such counterfactuals, and the latter may reach its apotheosis in
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Andrew Marvel’s immortal lines: “Had we but World enough and time, This coyness, Lady,
were no crime. . . .”*

Scholarly and counterfactuals may interact. Blaise Pascal invented the counterfactual of
Cleopatra’s nose to illustrate the power of human vanity, and it has since become folk wisdom.™
A volume of Astérix is devoted to Cleopatra and her nose, and there is even a Turkish saying,
“to have a nose like Cleopatra’s.””' The counterfactual sensitizes and socializes listeners to a
particular causal connection that we can state in the form of an English-language proverb: love
makes the world go round. I noted earlier that the strategy of deterrence rests on the
counterfactual that Hitler might have been overthrown, or at least made more cautious, if the
democracies had stood firm earlier in the 1930s. This counterfactual belief not only shaped
postwar American security policy, but became so entrenched that in instances when deterrence
failed scholars and politicians did not blame the strategy but those who had carried it out. John
F. Kennedy’s threats failed to deter a Soviet missile deployment in Cuba, and academic and
government analysts subsequently reasoned that deterrence would have worked if the president
had not been too young for Khrushchev to take seriously, had committed troops to the faltering
Bay of Pigs invasion, behaved more forcefully at the June 1961 Vienna summit and during the
Berlin crisis that followed, and had put Khrushchev on notice several months earlier that
offensive weapons in Cuba were unacceptable.”> The absence of evidence, then or now, for
these counterfactuals has not dissuaded many scholars or members of the foreign policy elite of
their validity.

The discussion of scholarly and folk counterfactuals points to a broader truth about the

relationship between counterfactuals and “factual” history. History consists of acts of labeling,
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and its core activity is framing. Straight history and counterfactual history, popular and
academic, are rhetorical strategies to get people to view the world and critical aspects of the
present in particular ways. Counterfactual history can be a particularly powerful way of
achieving this end, and even those who do not accept its status as a scientific research tool can

not afford to ignore it.

HISTORICAL COUNTERFACTUALS

Two recent publications by Niall Ferguson have sparked renewed interest in
counterfactuals in the history discipline.” Unfortunately, neither work makes a good case for
counterfactuals. In a long introduction to his edited volume, Virtual History Ferguson offers no
reasons for engaging in counterfactual history other than sensitizing readers to contingency, and
only briefly addresses methods for conducting counterfactual experiments. He criticizes earlier
counterfactual works for inferring momentous consequences from “simple, often trivial
change[s].” With undisguised scorn, he cites as an example Pascal’s intentionally provocative
counterfactual about Cleopatra’s nose: if it had been ugly, Anthony would not have fallen for
her, and the history of Rome might have been different.”* But what is wrong with small changes
having big effects? Could anyone seriously doubt that the course of history would have been
different if Pharoah’s daughter had not found a child in a basket in the reeds; if the Mongol
invasion fleet had not encountered a destructive typhoon en route to Japan, if the Duke of Alba
had not fallen sick in 1572, or if Hitler had died in trenches during World War I or in the near
fatal traffic accident he suffered in the summer of 1930? When the Duke of Alba took to his bed,

his inexperienced and arrogant son took command of the forces laying siege to Haarlem, rejected
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the town’s offer of surrender on terms and prolonged the Dutch rebellion against Spanish rule.
The sustained ability of the Dutch to resist infuriated Philip II and his nephew, Alexander
Farnese, duke of Parma. They convinced themselves that the Dutch only resisted because of
English support, and decided to deal with England directly. Geoffrey Parker suggests that the
subsequent defeat of the Spanish Armada laid the American continent open to invasion and
colonization by Northern Europeans, and made possible the founding of the United States.” For
want of aspirin, a continent may have been lost.

With reason, Max Weber insisted that the most plausible counterfactuals were those that
made only “minimal rewrites” of history.”® Suppose we want to evaluate Ronald Reagan’s role
in ending the Cold War by considering the likely course of that conflict in the late 1980s if he
had not been president. It is more plausible to assume that Hinckley’s bullet lodged a few
millimeters closer to a vital organ than to concoct a complicated, multi-step, scenario to deprive
Reagan of his 1980 electoral triumph. As a general rule, the fewer and more trivial the changes
we introduce in history, the fewer the steps linking them to the hypothesized consequent and the
less temporal distance between antecedent and consequent, the more plausible the counterfactual
becomes. Not every small change will have significant, longer-term consequences; many,
perhaps most, changes are likely to have consequences that are dampened over time. The real
problem of counterfactual thought experimentation is trying to determine which minimal
rewrites will affect the course of history.

Let us return to Cleopatra’s nose. An ugly proboscis is a small change that might have
had a big effect. It could have dampened Anthony’s ardor, with important consequences for the

struggle for power among Caesars’ successors. So too might Roman history have been different
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if Anthony had been gay. We do not object to such counterfactuals because they are trivial but
because they are arbitrary and contrived. There is no particular reason why Cleopatra should
have been less attractive or Anthony had a different sexual orientation. Nor is it clear how these
changes would have been brought about. Good counterfactuals arise from the context, and there
must be compelling mechanisms to bring them into being.

Ferguson wants to legitimate counterfactual research, but his efforts to do so would put it
into a straight jacket. He insists that we only consider counterfactual scenarios that contemporary
actors considered, and committed to paper, or some other form of record, that is accepted by
historians as a valid source.”” Ferguson’s criteria would exclude entire categories of plausible
world counterfactuals. It would limit counterfactuals to elites who made written records, to
contemplative decisions in which alternatives are likely to be carefully considered, and to
political systems in which leaders and other important actors feel secure enough to write down
their thoughts or share them with colleagues, journalists, family members or friends. It would
rule out all counterfactuals that were the result of impulsive behavior (or the lack of it); human
accident, oversight, obtuseness or unanticipated error; acts of nature or the confluence (or lack of
it) of independent chains of causation. We could not contemplate a world in which the Duke of
Alba had remained healthy and not relinquished command of his army to his son, Franz
Ferdinand’s touring car adhered to its planned route, Hitler had died in an automobile accident or
in which Hinckley had assassinated Ronald Reagan. Ferguson’s criteria would also rule out all

miracle counterfactuals.

“PLAUSIBLE WORLD” COUNTERFACTUALS
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More thoughtful historians and social scientists have pondered the problem of plausible
world counterfactuals and appropriate criteria for using them. There is no consensus about what
constitutes a good counterfactual, but there is a common recognition that it is extraordinarily
difficult to construct a robust counterfactual -- one whose antecedent we can assert with
confidence will lead to the hypothesized consequent. There are three reasons for this well-
warranted pessimism: the statistical improbability of multi-step counterfactuals, the
interconnectedness of events and the unpredictable effects of second order counterfactuals.

Compound probability: The probability of a consequent is a multiple of the probability
of each counterfactual linking the hypothesized antecedent to it. Suppose I contend neither World
War nor the Holocaust would have occurred if Mozart had lived to the age of sixty-five.”® Having
pushed classical form as far as it could go in the Jupiter Symphony, Mozart’s last three operas and
the Requiem, his next dramatic works would have been the precursors of a new, “post-classicist”
style. He would have created a viable alternative to romanticism that would have been widely
imitated by composers, writers and artists. Post-classicism would have kept enlightenment
political ideas alive and held Romanticism in check. Nationalism would have been more
restrained, and thus Austria-Hungary and Germany would have undergone very different political
evolution. This alternative and vastly preferable world has at least five counterfactual steps
linking antecedent to consequent: Mozart must survive to old age, develop a new style of artistic
expression, subsequent composers, artists and writers must imitate and elaborate it, Romanticism
must become to some degree marginalized, and artistic developments must have important
political ramifications. This last counterfactual presupposes numerous other enabling

counterfactuals about the nature of the political changes that will lead to the hypothesized
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consequent (e.g., internal reforms that resolve or reduce the threat of internal dissolution of
Austria-Hungary, German unification under different terms, or at least a Germany satisfied with
the status quo, no First World War, no Hitler and no Holocaust without Germany’s defeat in
World War I). Even if every one of this long string of counterfactuals had a probability of at least
fifty percent, the overall probability of the consequent would be a mere .03 for five steps and a
frighteningly low .003 for eight steps. This particular counterfactual may appear far-fetched, but
most interesting counterfactuals are no less improbable statistically. They may start with a tiny
and plausible alteration of the real world but then infer numerous follow-on developments to end
up with a major change in reality.

Interconnectedness: Scholars not infrequently assume that one aspect of the past can be
changed and everything else kept constant. John Mueller’s Cold War counterfactual is a case in
point. He analyzes postwar history as it actually happened, including the Cuban missile crisis, to
see if any major outcome would have been different in the absence of nuclear weapons. But what
incentive would Khrushchev have had to deploy conventionally armed missiles in Cuba? The
missiles could not have deterred an American invasion, and might well have invited one, and this
was the very event Khrushchev hoped to prevent.”® Without a Cuban missile crisis, which had
significant consequences for the future course of Soviet-American relations, the Cold War would
have evolved differently, and the course of future superpower relations, benign or malign, is
impossible to predict.

Surgical” counterfactuals are no more realistic than surgical air strikes. Causes are
interdependent and have important interaction effects. Even minimal rewrites of history may alter

the context in such a way to render the consequent moot or undercut the chain of events or logic
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leading to it. Consider another missile crisis counterfactual: if Richard Nixon had won the 1960
presidential election — and he lost by the narrowest of margins — he would have ordered an air
strike against the Soviet missiles in Cuba. It is reasonable to assume that Nixon would have
preferred an air strike to a blockade because he was more hawkish than Kennedy and would not
have had a Secretary of Defense like Robert McNamara to make the case for restraint. But for
these same reasons, Nixon might well have committed American forces to the faltering Bay of
Pigs invasion in April 1961. If Castro had been overthrown there would have been no communist
Cuba to which Khrushchev could send missiles a year later.

The Nixon example invokes a counterfactual arising from the antecedent, but outside the
chain of logic leading from it to the consequent, to render the missile crisis moot. If Nixon had
been elected president in 1960 the world would have been different in many ways, some of them
with implications that are impossible to trace. He would have appointed a different defense
secretary who in turn would have appointed a different chairman of the joint chiefs of staff.
Personnel changes at the top would have had amplifying consequences for promotions and
appointments further down the line. To the extent that the behavior of individual officers could
have important foreign policy implications — and it certainly did during the Berlin and Cuban
missile crises — all kinds of possibilities open up.

Second order counterfactuals: The problem of prediction is further complicated by the
fact that the clock of history does not stop if and when the hypothesized consequent is reached.
Subsequent developments can return history to the course from which the antecedent was
intended to divert it.”* Colin Martin and Geoffrey Parker show that the defeat of the Spanish

Armada was a near event; they suggest that better communication, different decisions by local
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commanders or better weather might have allowed the Spanish to land an invasion force in
England. If Spain had put an army ashore it almost certainly would have conquered the country.
Martin and Parker go on to consider what would have happened next: Philip II was succeeded by
Philip III, a far less capable ruler, who would have had enormous difficulty in maintaining an
already over-extended empire. In relatively short order, they believe, England would have
overthrown the Spanish yoke.*’

Some counterfactuals, like the “butterfly effect,” introduce small changes that have major,
lasting, long-term effects. Others, like a Spanish victory in 1588, are big changes that appear to
have big consequences, but the changes they introduce may be dampened down over time and end
up having little lasting effect. It is also possible that second counterfactuals arising from a
Spanish occupation of England, however brief that occupation, could have had dramatic and long-
lasting changes for European politics or in other realms that Martin and Parker did not consider.
None of these outcomes are predictable, and the butterfly effect may not be knowable in advance
or even in retrospect.®?

Criteria for use: Recognition that counterfactual arguments often have indeterminate
consequences has prompted scholars to impose restrictive criteria on their use. James Fearon
proposes a proximity criterion. We should consider only those counterfactuals in which the
antecedent appears likely to bring about the intended consequent and little else. Counterfactuals,
he suggests, must be limited to cases where “the proposed causes are temporally and, in some
sense, spatially quite close to the consequents.”® Robyn Dawes argues that counterfactual
inferences are only warranted “if and only if they are embedded in a system of statistical

contingency for which we have reasonable evidence.”® Edgar Kiser and Margaret Levi suggest
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that counterfactuals are best used as substitutes for direct empirical analysis when data is limited
or unavailable. Such counterfactuals should be based on a general deductive theory with clear
micro-foundations and scope conditions.”> Jon Elster, who also insists that good counterfactuals
are derived from good theories, believes that there is only a narrow window for such
experimentation: “the theory must be weak enough to admit the counterfactual assumption, and
also strong enough to permit a clear-cut conclusion.”®

Criteria that tie counterfactuals to established laws and statistical generalizations and
attempt to limit second order counterfactuals are superficially appealing. In practice, they are
generally unworkable or would rule out some of the most important uses of counterfactual
experimentation. The Fearon proximity criterion suffers from both defects. The requirement of a
minimal cause that produces only a minimal effect is extraordinarily restrictive. Steven Weber
rightly observes that “It rewards the psychologically easy and comfortable task of generating
counterfactuals close to the margins of existing theories. It predisposes toward varying only the
familiar variables, the ones that we think we know are tied into causal paths that we feel we know
well.” It also presupposes that we know what “minimal” really means, and that requires a rather
complete understanding of the behavior in question and its likely consequences. “If we knew
this,” Weber continues, “we would no longer need counterfactuals.”®’ Counterfactuals almost
always have multiple consequences, and a counterfactual powerful enough to test a theory that
makes only one small change in reality is probably an oxymoron.

The scholars most troubled by the inherent unpredictability of counterfactual outcomes are
those who want to use counterfactuals to test propositions and theories. The less demonstrable

the consequent, the less useful counterfactual is for this purpose. Fearon is willing to consider a
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fall-back position. Although it may be impossible to prove that x caused y, it may be possible, he
suggests, to demonstrate that without x, whatever happened, would not have been y.*®* The author
employs this strategy in his chapter on the origins of World War I to show why that conflict was
contingent in a double sense. It was the result of three largely independent chains of causation
that produced non-linear effects only when they came into confluence. War was also dependent
on a special kind of catalyst, whose presence was problematic and whose causes were
independent of any of the underlying causes of war. Both the confluence and the catalyst could
easily have been prevented by minimal rewrite counterfactuals.®®

Scientific validation of a counterfactual is only important if the goal is to test a proposition
or theory. Testing is only one part of theory building, and by no means the most important part.
Even within the neo-positivist tradition, the prior steps of identifying important questions or
anomalies and formulating theories to explain or resolve them are generally recognized as critical.
Counterfactuals can serve these ends admirably by making scholars more sensitive to
contingency, helping them work through the implications of existing theories and identify gaps
and inconsistencies in them. Social science and history ultimately aim to broaden our intellectual
horizons and to provide insight into contemporary problems and policy choices. Counterfactual
experimentation is essential to these tasks, and can be used effectively without the same degree of
confidence that antecedents will lead to specific consequents. Steven Weber has rightly observed
that counterfactuals are better used as “mind-set changers” and “learning devices” rather than data
points in explanation.””® We should worry less about the uncertainty of counterfactual
experimentation and think more from its mind opening implications.

For most of these purposes described above, the clarity, completeness and logical
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consistency of the arguments linking antecedent to consequents are more important than their
external validity. I accordingly propose nine criteria for plausible world counterfactuals.
Numbers 2,3, 5 and 6 are drawn from or variants of the Tetlock-Belkin list, number 6 has been
recently proposed by Tetlock, and numbers 1, 4, 8 and 9 are the author’s.”’

1. Realism: Ferguson rightly ridiculed, although for the wrong reason, Pascal’s
counterfactual of Cleopatra’s nose. It is objectionable because it is arbitrary and contrived. There
is no particular reason why Cleopatra should have been less attractive or why Anthony should
have a different sexual orientation. Nor is it clear how we could bring these changes about. Good
counterfactuals must arise from the context, and we must have compelling mechanisms to bring
them into being that themselves require only minimal rewrites of history.

2. Clarity: All causal arguments should define as unambiguously as possible what is to
be explained (the consequent in counterfactual arguments), what accounts for this outcome (the
antecedent) and the principle(s) linking the two. Good counterfactuals should also specify the
conditions that would have to be present for the counterfactual to occur. Some historians have
argued that timely public health measures could have significantly reduced the mortality in
Europe associated with the Black Death pandemic of the fourteenth century. For European
communities to have implemented these measures, they would have had to recognize that human
intervention could affect the spread of disease, and had the authority and will to impose draconian
measures on travel and trade over the likely objections of the wealthy and merchant classes.””
Both additional conditions are unrealistic given the values, knowledge and political structure of
the age; large scale quarantines would not be implemented to combat plague until the eighteenth

century.” Plausible world counterfactuals require not only realistic antecedents, the antecedents
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themselves must not require other, implausible conditions or counterfactuals.

2. Logical consistency or cotenability: Every counterfactual is a shorthand statement of a
more complex argument that generally requires a set of connecting conditions or principles. The
hypothetical antecedent should not undercut any of the principles linking it to the consequent. A
case in point is Robert Fogel’s famous argument that if the railroads had not existed, the
American economy in the nineteenth century would have grown only slightly more slowly than it
actually did because a strong incentive would have existed to invent the internal combustion
engine sooner.”* John Elster has rightly objected that if the technology was present to invent and
produce automobiles, it would almost certainly have also led to the development of railroads.”

3. Enabling counterfactuals should not undercut the antecedent: Counterfactuals
may require other counterfactuals to make them possible (e.g., for Richard Nixon to have been
president at the time of the Cuban missile crisis he would have to have won the 1960 election, and
that would have required significant changes in the political context at home, and possibly
abroad. These changes might have had significant implications for both American and Soviet
foreign policy. Researchers need to specify all important enabling counterfactuals and consider
their implications for the consequent.

4. Historical consistency: Max Weber insisted that plausible counterfactuals should make
as few historical changes as possible on the grounds that the more we disturb the values, goals
and contexts in which actors operate, the less predictable their behavior becomes.”®
Counterfactual arguments that make a credible case for a dramatically different future on the basis
of one small change in reality are very powerful, and the minimal rewrite rule should be followed

whenever possible. The nature of the changes made by the experiment are nevertheless more
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important than number of changes. A minimal rewrite that makes only one alteration in reality
may not qualify as a plausible world counterfactual if the counterfactual is unrealistic or if
numerous subsequent counterfactual steps are necessary to reach the hypothesized consequent .
A counterfactual based on several small changes, all of them realistic, may be more plausible,
especially if they lead more directly to the consequent.

5. Theoretical consistency: There are few, if any, generally accepted theories in the
social sciences, and none in international relations, comparative politics or history. For purposes
of counterfactual analysis, it is nevertheless useful to reference any theories, empirical findings,
historical interpretations or assumptions on which the causal principles or connecting arguments
are based. This will provide readers with a more explicit perspective from which to evaluate the
counterfactual’s plausibility.

6. Avoid the conjunction fallacy: There are good statistical grounds for the “minimal
rewrite” rule as the probability of a consequent is the multiple of the probability of each
counterfactual step linking the antecedent to it. We nevertheless need to recognize the
conservative bias inherent in statistical reasoning. According to the laws of statistics, the
probability of any compound counterfactual is exceedingly low. This does not mean that the
current state of affairs was overdetermined, only that it is very unlikely that hypothesized
antecedents will produce specific consequences at any temporal distance. Social and political
developments are highly contingent, and the future is undetermined -- as was the past before it
became the future. The long-term consequences of change are nevertheless unpredictable. If
Mozart had lived to sixty-five, today’s world could well have turned out to be strikingly different

from the world we know. But many alternative worlds are possible, and the probability of any
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one of them coming to pass is exceedingly low. Counterfactuals might have changed the world,
but in ways that become exponentially more difficult to track over time because of the additional
branching points that enter the picture. As the probabilities associated with these outcomes will
vary enormously, researchers accordingly need to specify if their counterfactuals are intended to
produce a specific world, a set of worlds with particular characteristic or any world (on a specific
dimension) other than the one that actually came to pass.

7. Recognize the interconnectedness of causes and outcomes: Surgical counterfactuals
are unrealistic because causes are interdependent and have important interaction effects. Changes
we make in the past may require other changes to make them possible, and may also produce
additional changes beyond those we intend to lead to the consequent. History is like a spring
mattress. If one of the springs is cut, or simply subjected to extra pressure, the others will to
varying degrees shift their location and tension.”’ Earlier we considered the counterfactual that
“President” Nixon would have ordered an air strike and follow-up invasion of Cuba which in turn
would have triggered a nuclear war. But if Richard Nixon had been president he probably would
have committed American forces to save the faltering Bay of Pigs invasion and Castro would
have been overthrown. A subsequent Soviet missile deployment would have become moot. Good
counterfactuals must specify what else might change as a result of a hypothesized antecedent, and
consider how the most important of these changes might interact and influence the probability of
the consequent.

8. Consider second order counterfactuals: Even when there is good to reason to believe
that the antecedent will produce the desired consequent, the possibility remains that subsequent

developments will return history to the course from which it was initially diverted by the

35



antecedent. This might be the long-term result of enabling counterfactuals necessary to bring
about the antecedent, of follow-on counterfactuals produced by the antecedent, or of
counterfactuals arising from the consequent, or of interaction among any combination of these
counterfactuals. Interaction effects among second order counterfactuals might be considered
“third order” counterfactuals, and they too can have profound consequences for the subsequent
course of develops.

Attempts to identify and analyze a// of the counterfactuals arising from the antecedent and
consequent would quickly lead to an infinite regress. Researchers should nevertheless try to
identify what in their view is the most likely course of events that could unravel their consequent
or negate it value as an outcome. The last point entails the recognition that we choose a
consequent because of some larger effect it is intended to have. If other developments make it
unlikely that the consequent will have that effect, it may lose its attractiveness. No counterfactual
argument is complete without some argument about “alternative” alternative futures, and some
assessment of their likelihood and implications for both the consequent and its value as a
consequent.

These criteria will not allow researchers to validate plausible world counterfactuals, but
they will help them weed out poor counterfactuals primarily on the basis of clarity, logical and
substantive completeness. Most of the criteria are not applicable to miracle world
counterfactuals, which, by definition, are not required to meet any real world tests. The value of a
such counterfactuals is based entirely on its ability to provoke, or better yet, to compel
researchers to think about issues and problems they would not otherwise address, or to look at

them in a new light. For a field where careful, technical work is increasingly valued over
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imagination, miracle world counterfactuals can refocus our attention on important, big questions.

UNMAKING THE WEST

Having developed appropriate protocols for the use of counterfactual thought experiments
let us now turn to the subject of this volume: the development of Western civilization and its
remarkable success in the modern era. How contingent were both developments? Could Western
civilization or its political, economic, technological and military primacy have been prevented by
minimal rewrites of history? At what point did the success of the West became difficult to
prevent? When did it become impossible to prevent? And what about the parallel development
of other competitor civilizations — China, India, the Arabs or the Ottomans? Could minimal
rewrites of their histories have made them more successful competitors with the West? At what
point did that become unlikely or impossible?

To answer these questions, our authors identified some critical turning points of Western
and non-Western history and seek to probe their contingency through counterfactual experiments.
To evaluate their individual efforts and our broader collective goals, we need protocols for
assessing the contingency of each turning point and the aggregate implications of these
experiments for the course of Western history. Toward this end in mind, I propose six tests, all of
which take the form of questions:

1. What do we have to do to negate a turning point? Turning points are important
because of their consequences. Constantine’s embrace of Christianity and victory at Milvian
Bridge in 312 and subsequent victories over Licinius in 323-24 made him sole ruler of the Roman

Empire and able to impose Christianity on the Empire and repress “heretical” sects. A common
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religion and political tradition may have been essential for the long-term development of Western
civilization. Had Constantine been decisively defeated in any of these campaigns, the religious
life of Rome would have developed differently and perhaps removed one of the foundation stones
of Western culture.

Some of the events that we consider turning points may not need to be prevented. It may
only be necessary to alter them in minor ways that render them innocuous much the way small
mutations in the genes of pathogens may decisively alter their virulence, one way or the other.
Let us suppose we allow the Greeks to win their crushing naval victory at Salamis — the turning
point addressed by Hanson and Strauss in their point and counterpoint chapters. But introduce a
small change in the events that followed. Sparta was asked to name a general to lead the Greek
alliance against the Persians, and nominated their King Pausanias for the position . They recalled
him about a year later, tried him on charges of corruption and decided to withdraw from the
alliance for fear that exposure to the life of richer city states was too threatening to their way of
life. Sparta’s withdrawal opened the way for Athens to assume leadership of the alliance, and
ultimately to transform it into a powerful empire. A different and uncorrupt Spartan leader might
have forestalled Athenian leadership of the Delian League, and with it the wealth and self-
confidence that produced the fifth century cultural explosion that is widely acknowledged as
another foundational stone of Western civilization.

Mere postponement of a turning point may sometimes deprive it of its most important
effects. In my chapter on the origins of the First World War, I argue that it, or any conflict like it,
might have been prevent if Franz Ferdinand’s assassination could have been forestalled for as

little as three years. The underlying conditions that moved Europe toward war were rapidly
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evolving, and any one of a number of changes would have made Austria, Germany or Russia —
or all three — war averse. In the interim, it is unlikely that any other event could have served as
catalyst for war because Sarajevo met an unusual set of conditions without which neither Austrian
or Germans would have been prepared to risk war.

Our first task, therefore, is to determine what kinds of changes we have to make in the
events identified as turning points. Once we know whether they need to be prevented, altered or
merely forestalled, we can search for minimal rewrites capable of achieving these ends.

2. How many credible minimal rewrites can be found that might prevent, alter or
stall the turning point? Earlier I noted how easy it would have been to avert Franz Ferdinand’s
assassination if only his cavalcade had followed the planned route. Numerous other minimal
rewrites could also have kept the archduke and his wife alive. Princip might have obeyed the
order to abort the assassination sent to him by the military conspirators in Belgrade; Austrian
authorities in Bosnia might have taken security as seriously as they did the menu and music for
the banquets they planned in the archduke’s honor; Franz Ferdinand might have canceled his trip
in response to multiple warnings and his wife’s fears; he might have followed the advice of his
advisors and left Sarajevo directly after the ceremony at city hall or have raced down Appel Quay
past Princip. These minimal rewrites suggest contingency by virtue of their variety. The first
counterfactual removes the assassins, two others remove the target, and two more leave him on
the scene but make him much more difficult to kill. As a general rule, the more different
components of a turning point that can be removed by minimal rewrite counterfactuals, the more
contingent the turning point.

3. How far back must we go to find credible minimal rewrites? We should try to
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avoid the conjunction fallacy and the best way to do this is to keep the intervening step between
antecedent and consequent to a minimum. Temporal proximity, while not the same thing, is a
good rough measure. Most of the minimal rewrites I suggest in the example above meet this test.
They would have prevented Franz Ferdinand’s assassination with few intervening steps, and this
is one reason why they appear plausible. The further back in time we go to find a minimal rewrite
counterfactuals, the more steps there are likely to be between antecedent and consequent, and we
must remember that the probability of any counterfactual is the multiple of the probabilities of
every step in the chain.

Minimal rewrite counterfactuals at temporal remove invite a second problem: they allow
more parallel chains of causation, one or more of which may lead by alternative routes to the
outcome the minimal rewrite is intended to prevent. Early public cancellation of the archduke’s
visit to Sarajevo might have encouraged dedicated assassins to find some way of getting close
him during the army maneuvers scheduled outside the city. This would have been difficult but
not impossible given the poor state of Austrian military security.

4. At what level of analysis are our minimal rewrites? Minimal rewrites of history
require small, plausible changes in reality that are likely to have big consequences. Surgical
interventions at close proximity to the hypothesized consequent seriously constrain the choice of
counterfactuals. For these reasons our authors and other practitioners of counterfactual history
most often invoke changes in personnel due to assassinations (Hinkley kills Reagan), failed
assassinations (Franz Ferdinand lives), the fortunes of war (William of Orange and Hitler die in
battle), disease (Pericles survives the plague) and accidents (Alexander the Great lives to a ripe

old age. Equally popular are changes in policy where the chosen course of action was a near
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thing (Greek naval strategy at Salamis) where another strategy appeared just as feasible (the
Ottomans make an all-out effort to capture Vienna) or unintended deviations from plans arising
from what Carl von Clausewitz called “friction” -- the “countless minor incidents” including
undelivered, garbled or misinterpreted messages, the failure of key players or equipment to
appear on time and a host of other problems that degrade performance.” Other minimal rewrites
rely on changes in the weather (the Mongol invasion fleet has a smooth crossing to Japan), timing
(British forces advance in a more timely way capture George Washington and most of his army
before they can flee Long Island), or combinations of these changes.

To help assess contingency it is useful to introduce the concept of level of analysis. This
is where we look for explanations -- or counterfactuals in this instance --- and it may be a system,
unit, sub-unit or individual levels, or the environment in which the system functions. The latter
may be the easiest place to look for minimal rewrite counterfactuals. It includes such things as
the weather, timing and much of what comes under the rubric of friction. This is followed by the
level of leaders, and here too, there are often relatively simple and plausible ways of changing, or
at least removing, critical personnel. Almost all of the counterfactuals in the paragraph above are
at one of these two levels. Changes in strategies may require intervention at the level of elites,
bureaucracies or domestic politics, and more elaborate arguments linking antecedents to
consequences; Richard Bulliet invokes a combination of such factors to arrange for the Turkish
capture of Vienna.

When we change ideas, state structures and the balance of power, the latter requiring
intervention at the system level, minimal rewrites are out of the question unless we go back to a

point in time when those ideas, structures and balances had not jelled and might be significantly
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affected by small, plausible changes at levels one and two. We could readily imagine a very
different balance of power and set of alliances in seventeenth or eighteenth century Europe if we
prevented or rearranged some of the marriages that Habsburgs, Bourbons and other royal families
used to extend or consolidate their influence. But the further back we introduce changes, the less
plausible the consequent because our antecedent is likely to introduce other changes with
unknown interaction effects and consequences. So for our purposes, a turning point should be
considered contingent to the extent that it can be untracked by numerous, plausible
counterfactuals at levels one and two.

5. How redundant is the turning point? Different causal paths have different
implications for contingency. A turning point described by the simple, linear pathway of A - B
— C (and only A — B — C) might be prevented by severing any link in the three step chain. If
A, B are themselves the products of other chains of causation, there may be many possible way of
using minimal rewrite counterfactuals to prevent the turning point by preventing preconditions A
and B. There are few turnings that are the outcomes of simple linear chains. Others are likely to
have one or more paths leading to them. If we prevent A - B — C, the possibility G - H— C,
and perhaps of M — N — C, remain. To prevent turning point with we need to know all the
chains leading to it something about their probability. In situations of equifinality, where
multiple paths lead to the same outcome, estimates of probability are likely to be complicated by
interaction effects. The removal of any causal chain may significantly change the probability (in
either direction) of other paths. Death is an extreme example of this phenomenon. If we eradicate
child diseases, or innoculate people against them, reduce the incidence of other infectious

diseases through public health measures, and gain the upper hand in the struggles against heart
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disease and cancer, the likelihood of dying from other causes (e.g., accidents, stroke, kidney
failure), including new ailments (e.g., HIV) will increase. One way or the other, the grim reaper
will come for all of us.

Even multiple chains may be inadequate to capture the causal complexity of some of the
events identified by our authors as turning points. Another model to consider is the confluence,
where a stream of independent causal chains come together to make an outcome possible. A
house goes up in smoke. Investigation reveals that the fire spread from a lighted candle that was
left unattended on a window sill. The window was not completely sealed, and a draft blew one of
the curtains close enough to the flame for it to catch fire. The smoke alarm, connected to the
house security system, did not function because its battery was dead, and the fire department
failed to receive the timely warning that might have permitted it to save the dwelling. What
caused the house to burn down? The candle was the source of the fire, but it would not have been
lit or placed on the window sill if it had not been the holiday season and had its owners not been
following a neighborhood custom. If the window had not been warped, or the insulation around it
had provided a better seal, the candle would not have started a fire. If the owners had been home,
or if smoke alarm had a charged battery, the house would not have burned down. No single factor
was responsible for this disaster; it took a combination of them interacting in a particular way.”
The Eire, Yates, Pomeranz and Mokyr chapters, all of which touch on the causes of the industrial
revolution and why it began in Western Europe make implicit use of the concept of confluence.
They do not attribute industrialization to any single cause, but to complex interactions among a
confluence of factors, most or all of which were necessary for this turning point.

An outcome that requires the confluence of many independent causes, but could be
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prevented, or transformed in magnitude, by removing any one of them with a minimal rewrite —
like the fire in the house -- is highly contingent. But other confluences may have multiple
pathways that lead to them — and require multiple interventions to prevent. Their contingency
would depend on how many minimal rewrites were necessary to halt or deflect each possible
pathway. Some of our contributors appear to suggest that Western industrialization was
somewhat redundant in this way.

My chapter on the origins of World War I also makes use of confluence, but introduces
the further complication of nonlinearity. In nonlinear systems, the value (or effect) of one
variable (or cause) depends on the presence of another, making it impossible to understand the
consequences of either in isolation.* In nonlinear systems, the rules that govern the system can
change as actors transform themselves and their understandings of their strategic interactions in
the course of those interactions. I contend that World War I is best understood as a nonlinear
confluence of three separate chains of causation. These chains produced independent but more or
less simultaneous gestalt shifts in Vienna and Berlin, and a slightly earlier one in Russia. Had the
timing of the Austrian and German shifts been off by as little as two years, Austrian leaders
would not have felt so intent on destroying Serbia, and German leaders would not have been so
willing to encourage them to do so. For this reason alone, World War I was highly contingent.

6. What about second order counterfactuals? Up to this point we have tried to prevent,
alter or stall turning points. But we must also think about how they might come to pass despite
our best efforts. Second order counterfactuals, either by themselves or in interaction with one
another, might produce the turning point, or some variant of it at a later date. Ross Hassig

reasons that in some circumstances Cortés’ defeat might have served as the catalyst for a renewed
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Spanish attempt at conquest. If disease had decimated the Aztec population, the Spanish might
have succeeded the second time around, and the history of Meso-America might have evolved
along strikingly similar lines.

There are two other routes to turning points via the counterfactuals we have created to
prevent them. The enabling counterfactuals necessary to bring about the antecedent can set in
motion a chain of events that leads to the turning point, as can events arising from the antecedent
itself [see figure 1]. A rigorous attempt to assess contingency compels us to work though these
possible pathways in search of the most likely ways that turning points could still come about. If
secondary routes to turning points can found, researchers need to find ways to stop them with
additional counterfactuals. Roughly speaking, the more alternatives that are found, and the more
likely they appear, the less contingent the turning point.

In this volume, we break down the creation and rise of the West into a set of smaller, more
manageable problems through the use of turning points. By factoring our two big questions this
way we allow a more fine-grained analysis of key components of a causal chain. When we work
back to the larger picture we confront the same set of problems we did with the individual turning
points. There is no reason to suppose that Western civilization and its remarkable success in the
modern era was the result of a single causal chain and could stopped by preventing any of its
component turning points? It seems likely that outcomes so complex and with so many attributes
were the result of multiple chains and are at least in part equifinal. Barry Strauss appears to
subscribe to this position; he argues that Western civilization would still have developed even if
Persia had occupied all of Greece. In the final chapter of this volume, Geoffrey Parker will

consider this possibility of multiple paths and equifinality for the subsequent success of the West.
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The inescapable conclusion is that counterfactuals are like fractals. The defining
characteristic of a fractal is that its structure is the same at every level of magnification. So it is
with counterfactuals. Enabling counterfactuals, turning point counterfactuals and the use of
turning points to prevent a larger outcome involve the same set of problems and require the same
set of procedures to address them. And like fractals, the chain of connections could be extended
further (but not infinitely as in the case of fractals) in either the micro or macro direction. We
could look at levels beneath enabling counterfactuals, or beyond the success of the West if we

made it an antecedent to some other consequent.

KASPAROYV VS. DEEP BLUE

Historical counterfactual research confronts two fundamental problems that can often be
solved or finessed in engineering and the sciences: there is no rigorous way to establish
probability, or reasonably to track the long-term consequences of counterfactuals.

Through this chapter I have made casual use of the concept of probability, largely for
heuristic purposes. Probability is the frequency of a particular outcome when all outcomes are
known. This can be determined logically, as in the case of a coin toss. If there are no
imperfections in the coin and the height and trajectory of each toss varies randomly, the
probability of either a head or a tail should be fifty percent. Probability can also be determined
empirically; we can observe a large number of the same class of event and keep track of the
frequency of different outcomes. If the sample is large enough, and the events fully comparable
but independent, we can make a good estimate of the probability of any given outcome.

Empirical tests of this kind can sometimes be carried out in laboratories, or in real world in the
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case of some kinds of iterative processes. Simulations are sometimes also possible. For better or
worse, history is a one time event. The tape of time cannot be rewound and run again and again.
The best we can do is assess probability and contingency by means of counterfactual
experimentation, and here we encounter a catch-22. Estimates of contingency require some
knowledge of the range of possible outcomes, real and counterfactual, and of the probability of
each. But probability can not be measured; if we could form good estimates we would not need
counterfactual experiments.

The protocols for counterfactual experimentation and those for assessing the contingency
of turning points put extraordinary demands on researchers. They must determine the best
strategy for negating a turning point, and this involves consideration of numerous possible
counterfactuals. Even the most promising counterfactuals may require additional, enabling
counterfactuals, and researchers must then consider the most important consequences of all of
these counterfactuals. They must also ask if the turning point could be produced by some other
set of causal chains and, if so, find ways of preventing this from happening. They must then
direct their attention to second order counterfactuals, and search for and untrack any that might
lead to the turning point at some future time. Thorough execution of each of these tasks would
make for more convincing counterfactuals but it is simply not feasible given the time and effort it
would take.

In February 1996 and May 1997 world chess champion Gary Kasparov played two
matches against Deep Blue, a bank of refrigerator size IBM SP 2 computers. Kasparov won the
first match 4-2, but lost the second, 3.5-2.5 in what was hailed as a dramatic victory for artificial

intelligence. The idea of a chess playing machine dates back to the 1760s, when Wolfgang von
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Kempelen exhibited the Maezal Chess Automaton throughout Europe. His machine infuriated
Napoleon when it beat him in nineteen moves. The emperor never guessed the nature of its
mechanism: a diminutive Turkish chess master hidden in a cabinet inside who operated the
turbaned and mustachioed marionette who moved the pieces on the board above. Modern
computers rely on elaborate algorithms to identify possible moves and the most likely responses
of opponents, work through each line of play of for a given number of turns and evaluate all the
outcome to reach an informed choice.”'

The principal advantage that all computers have over people is their awesome ability to
crunch numbers. Deep Blue works through a billion positions a second and this is why it can
explore so many variations over so many turns. Counterfactual research in history demands a
similar search pattern to chess. Historians must identify the most promising “moves,” look at
how reality might respond and how the interaction of counterfactuals and existing context might
play out even beyond the hypothesized consequent. The game of counterfactuals may even be
more complicated than chess. In the latter, two players engage in move and countermove. Each
new ply in the branching tree of analysis encompasses roughly thirty-eight times as many
positions. In counterfactuals, there can be multiple interactions at every move, as antecedents,
enabling counterfactuals, and the chains they set in motion interact with one another. In chess,
the definition of a move is clear; each player moves a piece in turn. In counterfactuals, chains of
consequence unfold simultaneously and continually.

Supercomputers are routinely used to conduct counterfactual simulations in the sciences.
Until such time as the programers of Deep Blue turn their attention to historical counterfactuals,

historians must behave more like chess masters than computers. Gary Kasparov has the merest
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fraction of the processing speed and capability of the simplest computer, but beat Deep Blue in
their first tournament and lost the second by only one game. The most challenging task in chess
is determination of which of the multitudinous branching points are most worth examining
because no computer can analyze them all. Deep Blue was an improvement on its predecessors,
and made use of more sophisticated tuning mechanisms to select promising lines of play. Human
beings, especially chess masters, still have a considerable comparative advantage in this respect.
They use their intuition and judgment to select one or two possible moves and project their likely
consequences out to a limit of about eight turns ahead. At each turn, they are ruthless in
eliminating possibilities, and thus stay within the limiting data processing capabilities of the
human mind by tracking only a few chains of moves. The best computer algorithm is crude in
comparison to the still uncanny human ability to zero in on promising lines of play.

Historians have no recourse but to follow the strategy of Gary Kasparov and substitute

judgment for computing power and limited for more comprehensive search. And this is what our

contributors do; they use their imagination to invent counterfactuals they think capable of
preventing or adding turning points, and their professional judgment to select a few chains of
counterfactual interaction to analyze in detail and estimate the probabilities associated with each.
In chess, there is a straight-forward way to estimate performance: players win, lose or draw their
games. In counterfactual research this is not possible. The best players can do is to be persuasive
by making absolutely explicit the logic connecting antecedent and consequent and the
assumptions on which all the chains of causation they consider are based. Such an exercise

makes no pretense to be a science, only to harness human intelligence with the goal of making
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informed individual and collective judgments about interesting and important problems. This is

no different than the claims made by more conventional forms of history.
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