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A TASTE FOR VIOLENCE IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS:

SOME THEORY AND EVIDENCE

Abstract

A necessary condition for peaceful conflict resolution is the existence of an agreement that both

sides prefer over going to war.  Normally, one such bargain is agreeing to the same substantive outcome as

a war would produce.  A mutually beneficial peaceful settlement that both sides prefer to the violent

outcome may not exist if an actor has a taste for violence in her utility function.  However, the empirical

evidence indicates that international crises involving an actor that may possess a taste for violence are no

more likely to result in violence than are crises in which such actors are absent.
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A TASTE FOR VIOLENCE IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS:

SOME THEORY AND EVIDENCE

An important theoretical cause of international violence is uncertainty about its outcome and costs.

 Since war is costly, policymakers will prefer to peacefully obtain those objectives they expect to achieve

violently.  There must be potential bargains between conflicting parties that leave them all better off

without war.  One such bargain is agreeing to the same substantive outcome that would have resulted from

the war, with both sides being spared the costs and destruction of actually fighting the war.

If the actors correctly know the costs of a war and its outcome, they can bargain to avoid the war.1

 It follows that the failure to reach a peaceful settlement is the result of uncertainty about the outcome and

costs of a war.  One side may believe that it will be made better off by fighting than by agreeing to what it

sees as its adversary's unrealistic demands.  But, somebody must have made a mistake because if the

outcome had been correctly foreseen then the bargain with the same substantive outcome without the costs

of the war would have been chosen.

Can this idea that wars are primarily a result of mistakes and miscalculations be squared with the

notion that, everything else the same, some nations are just more inclined than others to resort to violence to

resolve an international dispute?  The purposes of this paper are to incorporate a taste for violence into a

rational choice model of war and to test for the presence of a taste for violence in international relations.

I. BASIC MODEL

Assume that a nation, party A, is a participant in a bilateral international conflict with a nation B. 

The outcome of the conflict will generate benefits for party A of NA.  These benefits can include booty,



4

territory, treasure, et cetera and such less tangible items as religious fealty and international prestige.  The

military production function, NA(VA, VB), is an increasing function of the amount of violence employed by

party A, VA, and a decreasing function of the violence of party B, VB.  

Two assumptions are maintained throughout the analysis.  First, the behavior of both parties

satisfies the axioms of rational choice.  And second, the objective of policy makers is to maximize national

utility.  National utility is a function of aggregate consumption, CA, and the benefits of the outcome of the

conflict and takes the form

      
  (1)  UA(CA, NA),                 
      

where ∂UA/∂CA > 0 and ∂UA/∂NA > 0.

The problem facing government planners is to allocate the nation's resources between the

production of consumption goods and the production of military violence so as to maximize equation (1). 

The key insight is that there must exist at least one peaceful settlement to the conflict that leaves both

parties better off than the violent outcome, namely that giving the same substantive outcome as the war. 

The violent outcome of the conflict gives party A a utility level equal to UA
V(CA

*, NA
*) while party B

receives UB
V(CB

*, NB
*).  The peaceful bargain with the same substantive outcome as the war gives both

parties the same benefits from the outcome of the conflict, NA
* and NB

*, as would the war.  But, when the

actors agree not to engage in violence, VA and VB are set equal to zero, enabling both A and B to devote

more resources to the production of consumption goods.  After making this agreement not to use violence,

party A’s utility, UA
NV(CA

* + ∆CA, NA
*), is greater than the utility she would obtain by going to war. 

Similarly for party B, UB
NV(CB

* + ∆CB, NB
*) is greater than UB

V(CB
*, NB

*).  Thus, an agreement not to
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engage in violence, the peaceful settlement giving the same substantive outcome as the war, yields a higher

level of utility for both parties.

II. A TASTE FOR VIOLENCE IN THE UTILITY FUNCTION

The existence of a peaceful settlement that both sides would prefer over going to war renders war

an impossibility when there is no uncertainty about the relevant objective and production functions (Brito

and Intriligator 1985; Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman 1992; Fearon 1995).  The conflict will be settled

with a voluntary redistribution of resources.  This section examines the impact of a taste for violence on the

existence of the utility-increasing peaceful bargain necessary for peaceful conflict resolution.

In the basic model, the utility function of a party to an international conflict is dependent on the

level of current consumption of the representative citizen and the benefits she receives from the outcome of

the conflict.   Violence is valued only for what it can bring; violence is not valued for its own sake as wars

are strictly instrumental in nature.  An actor has a taste for violence when that actor receives utility directly

from his own use of violence.  For example, the ancient Greeks seem to have possessed a taste for violence.

 A Persian general at the time of the second invasion remarked,

“From what I hear, the Greeks are pugnacious enough, and start fights on

the spur of the moment without sense or judgement to justify them.  When

they declare war on each other, they go off together to the smoothest and

levelest bit of ground they can find, and have their battle on it - with the

result that even the victors never get off without heavy losses, and as for

the losers - well, they're wiped out.  Now surely, as they all talk the same

language they ought to be able to find a better way of settling their

differences:  by negotiation, for instance, or an interchange of views -

indeed by anything rather than fighting” (Herodotus VII, 9 1972,  p. 445).
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Similar doubts have been harbored about many other states at one time or another.

Even though a taste for violence may sound implausible, it serves as a proxy in the utility function

for any instance in which engaging in military activities provides benefits beyond the simple resolution of a

conflict, not all of which need be psychological.  These can include the enjoyment of combat and those

cases where the mere act of resistance to an adversary brings positive utility for the resister.  These are

both cases in which the use of violence directly yields positive utility and is not just a means to an end.  A

further instance of a taste for violence is the case in which some of an actor's objectives can be achieved

solely through the use of violence, for example, killing the infidel.  Here, violence is also valued purely for

its own sake just as it is in certain societies in which engaging in martial endeavors enhances one's social

standing.

The utility function of a nation with a taste for violence becomes

 
  (2)  UA(CA, NA, VA),                 

with ∂UA/∂VA > 0.  The violent outcome of the conflict with nation B gives party A a utility level of

UA
V(CA

*, NA
*, VA

*).  The agreement not to go to war containing the same substantive outcome has a utility

of UA
NV(CA

* + ∆CA, NA
*).  The utility from this peaceful settlement is not necessarily greater than the

utility party A would receive from fighting the war.  It all depends on the value party A places on

committing violence.  Once the possibility that an actor may possess a taste for violence is admitted into the

analysis, there may not be a peaceful bargain that the actor prefers over going to war.  Peaceful conflict

resolution may not then be possible even if there is no uncertainty about the costs and outcome of a war.
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 Suppose party A’s utility from the peaceful settlement with the same substantive outcome as

would result from a war is less than UA
V, party A’s utility from the violent outcome, because party A

possesses a sufficiently strong taste for violence.  Since fighting a war would definitely reduce the utility

she could obtain, party B ought to be willing to pay party A not to use violence.  Party B may be able to

compensate party A so that UA
NV(CA

* + ∆CA, NA
* + ∆NA) is greater than UA

V and UB
NV(CB

* + ∆CB, NB
* -

∆NB) remains greater than UB
V.  Violence can be averted if a scheme of side-payments can be found that

leaves both parties better off even if one of the actors possesses a taste for violence.

 If a party to a conflict has a taste for violence, a utility-increasing agreement not to use violence

may not exist.  In the instances where such an agreement does exist, rational behavior dictates that the

sadist forego the use of violence against her adversary.

III. EMPIRICAL RESULTS

The first step in examining the empirical importance of a taste for violence in international

relations is to identify a set of nations that may have a taste for violence.  I do so by updating Bremer's

(1980) list of war-prone nations on the supposition that nations with a taste for violence will tend to exhibit

excessive war involvement.  The likelihood that a nation will become involved in a specific number of wars

within a specific period of time can be determined through the use of the Poisson distribution.  The Poisson

distribution is appropriate when the number of times an event occurred can be counted but the number of

times it did not cannot be.

Small and Singer (1982) list the 176 nations that were members of the world system at one time or

another between 1816 and 1980.  Altogether, these nations make up 9,343 nation-years of existence.  These
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nations had a total of 302 war involvements over the period.2  This gives an average rate of war

involvement of .0323.  A nation can be expected to become involved in a war once every 31 years.

The Poisson probability of a nation’s war involvement can be calculated using

  (3)  exp-.0323t(.0323t)i/i! ,               

where exp is the base of natural logarithm, .0323 is the average rate of war involvement, t equals the

number of years the nation has existed, and i equals the number of wars the nation has experienced.  Table

1 lists 20 nations that exhibited the most excessive war involvement.  The cut-off for inclusion was a

probability of involvement in more wars of less than 0.10.  This list represents the set of nations that may

possess a taste for violence.

[Table 1 about here]

The unit of analysis for the tests that follow is the international crisis and its escalation to violence

or its peaceful resolution.  Most international interactions are wholly peaceful in intent and outcome.  These

peaceful interactions have the common characteristic of enabling the parties to achieve mutually compatible

goals.  Sometimes, though, the goals of nations are mutually inconsistent and an international conflict

arises.  The parties will either reach a satisfactory resolution of the conflict or the conflict will escalate to

the point where hostilities are imminent.  At this point the conflict has evolved into an international crisis. 

The distinguishing characteristic of an international crisis is a high probability of involvement in military

hostilities.

The International Crisis Behavior Project (Brecher, Wilkenfeld, and Moser 1988; Brecher and

Wilkenfeld 1989) has compiled a data bank on 323 international crises that occurred between 1929 and

1985.  Interactions were designated as crises if they met the following definition:
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“Viewed from the perspective of a state, a crisis is a situation with three

necessary and sufficient conditions, deriving from a change in its external

or internal environment.  All three conditions are perceptions held by the

highest level decision-makers:  (1) a threat to basic values, with a

simultaneous or subsequent awareness of (2) finite time for response, and

of the (3) high probability of involvement in military hostilities” (Brecher,

Wilkenfeld, and Moser 1988, vol. II, p. 2).

Crises were identified through a search of the New York Times and Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, and

the coding of 135 variables for each crisis was done from multiple historical sources.  Cases were assigned

to a pair of coders, and inter-coder reliability was .85.  The International Crisis Behavior Project crisis

level data bank is used for the tests which follow.  Using one data bank to construct the list of possible

nations with a taste for violence and another to test whether they, in fact, do ought to eliminate the

possibility that the results are an artifact of the data set used.  The ICB study concentrates on military-

security crises.  It ignores conflicts that were solely political, economic, or cultural in nature.

I have pared down the International Crisis Behavior Project data set by eliminating all intra-war

crises.  Intra-war crises represent wars in progress.  They are caused by an adverse change in the military

balance.  For example, the defeat at Stalingrad triggered an intra-war crisis for Germany.  Intra-war crises

are eliminated because they are cases of violence in progress rather than cases at the threshold of violence. 

This leaves a total of 214 crises for consideration.

The dependent variable in the following tests measures “the extent of violence in an international

crisis as a whole, regardless of its use or non-use by a specific actor as a crisis management technique”

(International Crisis Behavior Project 1989a, p. 45).  In its original form the variable takes on four values:

 no violence, minor clashes, serious clashes, and full-scale war.  Rather than employ the customary but
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arbitrary division into war/no war, I collapse the variable into two values because the focus of this paper is

on a taste for violence regardless of its intensity:  no violence, which takes a value of 0; and violence, which

has a value of 1 and encompasses minor clashes, serious clashes, and full-scale war.

Table 2 cross tabulates the presence as a crisis actor of one or more of the war-prone nations listed

in Table 1 with the incidence of violence.  It shows that there is no significant relationship between the two.

The results in Table 2 indicate that violence actually occurs a little less frequently when one of the crisis

actors has a taste for violence.

[Table 2 about here]

Since the relationship between war proneness and the incidence of international violence may be

obscured by other variables, a logistic regression analysis was performed to ascertain how well the

involvement of a war-prone nation is able to explain the incidence of international violence when control

variables are introduced.  Logistic regression is an appropriate estimation technique when the dependent

variable is binary.  The dependent variable tabulates the incidence of violence in crisis situations and is

scored either 0 or 1.  Six independent variables are employed.  The first is a categorical variable taking a

value of 1 if one or more of the war-prone nations listed in Table 1 is a crisis actor and 0 if not.  Four

variables from the ICB data bank are intended to reflect the level of uncertainty surrounding the outcome

and costs of a war:  the number of involved actors, the heterogeneity of the actors, the balance of power

between the two sides, and the polarity of the world system at the time of the crisis.  The sixth independent

variable (also from the ICB data set), the gravity of the value threatened, is intended to capture the effects

of risk avoiding behavior.

The greater the number of participants in a crisis, the more information necessary to reach a

peaceful agreement.  Instead of merely worrying about the strength and intentions of just one adversary, a

nation involved in a multilateral crisis must gather information on the military strength and intentions of
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several nations, and there are more nations making these calculations.  Hence, there are more opportunities

for mistakes to be made.  Furthermore, more actors make for exponentially greater risks that violence

appears in at least one of the dyads.  Therefore, the greater the number of participants in a crisis, the

greater the likelihood of the crisis being settled violently.

Adversaries with a common language, culture, heritage, or religion may have more accurate

information on one another's utility functions and potential crisis behavior than would completely dissimilar

adversaries.  This information reduces the amount of uncertainty surrounding the crisis and, thus,

contributes to peaceful conflict resolution.  Homogeneous actors tend to have common values and

expectations about international violence.  The ICB data bank contains a categorical variable which

measures the heterogeneity among adversaries based on four attributes:  military capability, political

regime, economic development, and culture.  The variable takes a value of 1 if there are no attribute

differences up to a value of 5 if there are four attribute differences.

When the superior relative military strength of one side is correctly understood by both sides there

is usually a peaceful settlement favorable to the stronger party.  But, when two parties are closely matched

in terms of military strength neither party can be absolutely certain who would win a war between them. 

The ICB data set contains a variable measuring the capability gap between the adversaries of the crisis. 

Capability is measured by population, gross national product, alliances with major powers, territorial size,

and military capability.  The greater the power discrepancy, the less uncertainty about the outcome and

costs of a war and so the smaller the likelihood of violence.

The independent variable identifying the “overall power structure of the international system, that

is, its polarity” (International Crisis Behavior Project 1989b, p. 38) at the time of the crisis has three

possible values:  0 during the bipolar period from 1945 to 1963, 1 during the multipolar period from 1929

to 1939, and 2 during the polycentric period from 1963 onward.  There are fewer interaction opportunities



12

in a bipolar environment than in a multipolar environment.  Tight polarity reduces the number of possible

decisive combinations and, hence, the amount of uncertainty; the greater the number of power centers, the

greater the uncertainty and, therefore, the greater the likelihood of international violence.  In this logistic

regression, system polarity is used as the categorical grouping variable.

In any war, there is always a chance, however slight, that something disastrous will happen.  For

example, suppose that Argentina believes that she has an 80 percent chance of winning a war with Brazil, a

10 percent chance of merely losing, and an additional 10 percent chance of being completely conquered by

the Brazilians.  Even though the Argentines are very likely to win any war, the possibility that something

disastrous might happen may lead them to desire to settle the crisis peacefully as the expected utility may

well be negative if they are sufficiently risk averse.  Therefore, the remote chance of something bad

happening makes for peace with risk avoiding actors; peaceful outcomes are more likely if the stakes are

high.  The ICB data set contains a variable that “identifies the object of gravest threat, as perceived by the

principal decision makers of any of the crisis actors during the course of an international crisis”

(International Crisis Behavior Project 1989a: 9).  The threats, from lowest to highest as ranked by the ICB

project, are low threat, threat to political system, threat to territorial integrity, threat to influence in the

international system or regional subsystem, threat of grave damage, and threat to existence.  With risk

avoiding actors the more severe the threat, the less likely ought to be the occurrence of violence.

The results of the logistic regression are presented in Table 3.  The coefficient of the variable

tabulating the presence of a war-prone actor is statistically insignificant.  The other coefficients have the

expected signs with the number of involved actors and the homogeneity of the actors being significant.

[Table 3 about here]
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IV. SUMMARY

A necessary condition for the peaceful resolution of an international conflict is the existence of a

peaceful agreement that both sides prefer over going to war to settle the dispute.  A mutually beneficial

peaceful settlement that both sides would prefer to the violent outcome may not exist if either party has a

taste for violence.  Thus, violence can be a rational method of conflict resolution even if there is no

uncertainty about the outcome and costs of that violence.

However, the evidence indicates that international crises involving a nation that appears to possess

a taste for violence because it exhibits excessive war-proneness are no more likely to result in violence than

are crises in which war-prone actors are absent.3  There is a very slight, but statistically insignificant,

negative relationship between the incidence of violence in an international crisis and the presence of a war-

prone nation as a crisis actor.  The apparent war-proneness of certain nations is likely a function of

involvement in a disproportionate number of crises.  At least one of the 20 nations identified in this paper

as war-prone was a participant in about half of all international crises from 1929 through 1985.

Violent tastes may still exist for it is impossible to prove their nonexistence.  Additional empirical

research looking for the existence of a taste for violence will be required before such tastes can be

dismissed as an impediment to peaceful conflict resolution.
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Table 1

War-prone Nations                        

                                                                      expected

  nation                          years         wars          wars         probability

  France                          163           22             5.3            .000001

  United Kingdom          165           19             5.3           .000002

  Soviet Union                165           19             5.3           .000002

  Turkey                         165           18             5.3            .000008

  China                           121           11             3.9            .0016

  Israel                             33              5             1.1             .0045

  India                             34              5              1.1            .0045

  Italy                             165           12              5.3            .0051

  Japan                           114             9              3.7            .0089

  Austria-Hungary         103             8              3.3            .0129

  Spain                           165           10              5.3            .0241

  North Vietnam             28              3              0.9            .0494

  Egypt                            71              5              2.3            .0538

  Bulgaria                       73               5              2.4            .0602

  Syria                             32               3             1.0            .0613

  Ethiopia                        78              5              2.5            .0668

  Jordan                          35               3              1.1            .0738
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Table 1 (continued)

War-prone Nations                        

                                                                      expected

  nation                          years         wars          wars         probability

  Philippines                  35               3               1.1             .0738

  United States              165             8               5.3             .0771

  Greece                        149             7               4.8             .0959

Notes:  Nations are listed in decreasing order of war proneness.  The number of years of existence and

number of wars are taken from Small and Singer (1982, pp. 167-173).  Expected wars were calculated on

the assumption of one war involvement every thirty-one years rounded to the nearest tenth.



16

Table 2

Cross Tabulation of War-prone Actors and the Incidence of International Violence         

                                                         Violence   
   a war-prone

nation is an actor              no  (%)       yes  (%)        total (%)

          no                        35 (33.3)      70 (66.7)      105 (49.1)

         yes                        39 (35.8)      70 (64.2)      109 (50.9)

        total                       74 (34.6)      140 (65.4)       214

Notes: χ2 = 0.14,  p < .75



17

Table 3

Logistic Regression, Dependent Variable: Incidence of Violence in

International Crisis

Variable                      Coefficient

presence of war-prone actor        -.0021

                                                    (0.012)

number of involved actors          .0764 **

                                                  (2.399)            

heterogeneity of the actors         .1364 **

                                                  (2.111) 

power discrepancy                     -.0143                

                                                  (1.475) 

gravity of value threatened       -.1255              

                                                 (1.907)

intercepts

 bipolar period                         5.0325             

                                               (17.009)

 multipolar period                   4.6513

                                              (12.107)
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Table 3 (continued)

Logistic Regression, Dependent Variable: Incidence of Violence in

International Crisis

 polycentric period               5.0493

                                           (16.734) 

Chi-squared                        212.30             

degrees of freedom               198

level of significance              .23              

Notes:  Absolute value of t-ratio in parentheses.  ** denotes significant at 5 percent level. 
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FOOTNOTES

1. Particularly striking examples of such mutually beneficial agreements are the “brandschatzung” or

contributions in the Thirty Years' War.  These were payments of money or in-kind extorted by an enemy

under the threat of force.  They amounted to a payment for protection from looting and burning.  The

enemy commander estimated the amount of damage the property owners would suffer if the town, village,

or monastery were burned and offered to leave the property unharmed for a payment somewhat smaller

than the estimated damage.  See Redlich (1959)

2.  The total includes both interstate and extra-systemic wars.

3.  There is, of course, the possibility that the set of nations which may possess a taste for violence is mis-

specified.  Yet, any reasonable definition of a taste for violence would have to include, as mine does, a

greater than average war involvement.



20

REFERENCES

Brecher, Michael and Jonathan Wilkenfeld (1989)  Crisis, Conflict, and Instability. New York: Pergamon
Press.

Brecher, Michael, Jonathan Wilkenfeld, and Sheila Moser (1988) Crises in the Twentieth Century. New
York: Pergamon Press, 1988. 2 Volumes.

Bremer, Stuart A. (1980) “The Trials of Nations: An Improbable Application of Probability Theory”, In
The Correlates of War, II: Testing Some Realpolitik Models, edited by J. David Singer. New
York: Free Press.

Brito, Dagobert L. and Michael D. Intriligator (1985) “Conflict, War, and Redistribution”, American
Political Science Review 79(4): 943-957.

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce and David Lalman (1992) War and Reason: Domestic and International
Imperatives. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Fearon, James D. (1995) “Rationalist Explanations for War”, International Organization 49(3):
379-414.

Herodotus (1972) The Histories (Translated by Aubrey de Selincourt). London: Penguin Books.

International Crisis Behavior Project (1989a) “Codebook for ICB1”, unpublished manuscript.

International Crisis Behavior Project (1989b) “Codebook for ICB2”, unpublished manuscript.

Redlich, F. (1959) “Contributions in the Thirty Years’ War”, Economic History Review 12(2): 247-254.

Small, Melvin and J. David Singer (1982)  Resort to Arms: International and Civil Wars, 1816-1980.
Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications.


