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Preface

This document provides the appendixes to a report that documents research and analysis as 
part of a project titled Assessing and Influencing National Will to Fight, which is sponsored 
by the Office of the Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations, Plans, and Training, U.S. Army 
(G-3/5/7). The purpose of the project was to provide a generalizable analytic method to assess 
national will to fight, to use that method to provide an assessment in a Korean Peninsula sce-
nario and a scenario involving Russia and members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 
and to provide recommendations for the best methods to influence national will to fight.

The Project Unique Identification Code (PUIC) for the project that produced this docu-
ment is HQD167561.

This research was conducted within the RAND Arroyo Center’s Strategy, Doctrine, and 
Resources Program. RAND Arroyo Center, part of the RAND Corporation, is a federally 
funded research and development center (FFRDC) sponsored by the United States Army.

RAND operates under a “Federal-Wide Assurance” (FWA00003425) and complies with 
the Code of Federal Regulations for the Protection of Human Subjects Under United States Law 
(45 CFR 46), also known as “the Common Rule,” as well as with the implementation guidance 
set forth in U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) Instruction 3216.02. As applicable, this com-
pliance includes reviews and approvals by RAND’s Institutional Review Board (the Human 
Subjects Protection Committee) and by the U.S. Army. The views of sources utilized in this 
study are solely their own and do not represent the official policy or position of DoD or the 
U.S. Government.
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APPENDIX A

What Our Literature Review Told Us

To help gain insights into national will to fight, we reviewed more than 100 books, articles, 
and reports. In particular, we performed this literature review to identify a wide range of vari-
ables relevant to will and understand how these variables relate to each other. In this appendix, 
we describe the coding scheme and variables that were not explicitly called out in our model. 
In addition, we review the nine most relevant works of literature and then review the literature 
as seen through the variables from our will to fight model.

Coding Scheme and Variables

As we described in Chapter Two, our study team used a multidimensional approach to coding 
variables. Our goal was to tease out the interactions among these variables that were particu-
larly relevant to developing a nuanced understanding of national will to fight. Our literature 
review helped us identify 42 variables for further examination, which are presented in the 
tables in this section.

A multidisciplinary team of six RAND researchers coded 103 pieces of literature over sev-
eral months. Of those 103 pieces, 53 were peer-reviewed journals or reports and 50 were book 
chapters. The majority of sources examined were from the post–Cold War era, and 50 percent 
of all sources were published from 2000 to 2017, although this does not necessarily imply that 
those sources were primarily focused on contemporaneous cases. Despite efforts to draw from 
a diverse body of literature, the sources were heavily weighted toward Western authors (Ameri-
can and British, primarily) because of our need for English-language sources. However, these 
authors did look at a diverse group of countries and military groups, including India, Israel, 
Russia, South Korea, the Soviet Union, Venezuela, and North and South Vietnam. 

For our analysis, we focused on literature that was most relevant to a collective under-
standing of will to fight that would help us uncover useful and interesting insights for Army 
leaders and policymakers. Some sources were included for their broad theoretical value, others 
for the value of the historical cases they examined, and some as strong exemplars of one partic-
ular characteristic. We purposely included pieces that would not typically fall within the stan-
dard canon of military studies literature. For example, research on nonviolent civil resistance 
was included because it spoke to the internal institutional levers that influence a government’s 
use of military power. Although that power was not applied to warfare in the traditional sense, 
similar decisions for when to engage or not engage in conflict were relevant to our analysis 
because they demonstrated military decisionmaking processes. Another noncanonical piece 
worthy of inclusion was Paul Stern’s article on what motivates citizens to sacrifice for their 
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countries. Although Stern does not focus on the military, he examines the commitment that 
individuals have to an “imagined community” that can be created and manipulated by their 
governments to stir up popular support for military action.1 

Other works were included because they directly address issues of will to fight. Among 
these are some of the seminal pieces that define a nation’s will to fight through history—for 
example, Jenkins’ pivotal piece, based on interviews and open-source information, assessing the 
North Vietnamese Army’s continued combat presence in the Vietnam War.2 We incorporated a 
third category of sources—those that were indirectly relevant to will to fight but seminal in their 
own right. In this category, Stanislav Andreski’s work on military dictatorships was included 
because it spoke to how democracies and dictatorships conduct themselves differently in war.3

Where pieces of literature met at the intersection of academically relevant and useful for 
policymakers, they also tended to speak directly to the aforementioned factors and subfac-
tors used by our team to describe the facets of a nation’s will to fight. Our literature review 
identified several themes that are both useful and relevant to the development of a model of a 
nation’s will to fight, which we describe in detail later.

Each team member received a random sample of literature that he or she then coded in 
a shared database. The codes were developed by our project leadership team and are described 
in the tables in this section. We used three categories for sorting our variables, developed from 
a modified DIME (diplomacy, information, military, and economics) structure, which is a 
conceptual approach used by the U.S. military to talk about national power from a whole-of-
government perspective. As described in Chapter Two, we limited our search to three consoli-
dated categories:

•	 Political variables address characteristics of the government and the government’s chang-
ing perceptions, relationships, assessments, and ideological motivations during a conflict. 

•	 Economic variables address characteristics of the country’s economy and the changing 
influences on the economy (pressures and assistance) during a conflict.

•	 Military variables address characteristics of the military and the changing military factors 
that influence government decisionmaking during a conflict.

In addition to defining state interest and power across three dimensions, we used three 
additional descriptive categories to demonstrate considerations that inform government deci-
sions around will to fight and enable or limit their action:

•	 Factors shape a country’s will to fight; in other words, they are the considerations that 
drive government decisions.

•	 Contexts represent those background conditions in a country within which particular fac-
tors are likely to be more or less relevant. They do not change quickly and can rarely be 
influenced in the near or medium term.

•	 Mechanisms are used by governments to strengthen or weaken a country’s will to fight.

1	 Paul C. Stern, “Why Do People Sacrifice for Their Nations?” Political Psychology, Vol. 16, No. 2, June 1995.
2	 Brian Michael Jenkins, Why the Vietnamese Will Keep Fighting, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, P-4395-1, 
1972.
3	 Stanislav Andreski, “On the Peaceful Disposition of Military Dictatorships,” Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 3, No. 3, 
1980.
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Whereas factors and contexts should help us design tools for Army leaders to better 
understand will to fight, mechanisms should help Army leaders identify ways to influence will 
to fight.

The team derived a set of characteristics from its initial literature review and interviews. 
Once we identified variables that fit within this framework of political, economic, and mili-
tary characteristics and factors, contexts, and mechanisms, we created a coding scheme to 
guide the team through the more extensive literature review. Tables A.1, A.2, and A.3 expli-
cate our coding scheme and the definitions collectively agreed upon for each coded variable. 
Team members used a binary 1/0 coding system to identify when variables were present and 
influential on national will to fight in each piece of literature on a shared database. The tables 
present all of the variables we coded in our literature review. Through this coding effort and 
subsequent discussions with experts, we added, combined, and eliminated variables, eventually 
determining which variables would be most valuable for our model and for further exploration 
through case studies.

From our coding scheme, we identified several frequently occurring and co-occurring 
variables, as well as those seen less frequently either separately or together. The support of the 
population, the dynamics of civil-military relations, the particular military characteristics of 
a country, and government style appeared most frequently. On the opposite side, economic 
support or pressure from partners, economy post-conflict, and perceived economic pressure 
on adversaries were seen least frequently in the literature. The literature we examined was thin 
on the interactions between will to fight and economic variables. Several variables that are 
intuitively believed to be connected to each other also appeared connected within our coding; 
these included ideological motivation with support of the population, government style with 
government cohesion, government style with room for society, perceived threat to national 
interest with nationalism of the military, and historical experiences of war and peace with 
government cohesion. We explored these and other relationships between the variables in our 
model throughout our analysis, as described in Chapter Two.
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Table A.1
Coding for Political Variables 

Code Definition

Political context

ALI_STRNG Strength of alliances

CIV_SOC Room for civil society

CULT_TERR Perceived cultural value of territory

DEC_FORC Strength of key assumptions leading to the decision to use force

GEO_TERR Geography or terrain

GOVT_STYL Governance style

HIST_WARP Historical experiences of war and peace

Political factors and mechanisms

COH_GOVT Cohesion of government

CUL_PERS Cultural value of perseverance

END_FIGHT Government perceptions of the consequences of ending fight

EXPC_VIC Government expectation of victory

IDEO_MOTV Strength of ideological motivation

LEAD_CON Identity of leadership defined by conflict

PCON_POWD Government assessment of post-conflict domestic power

PCON_POWI Government assessment of post-conflict regional or international power

SOC_NATR Societal perceptions of nation’s role in the region or internationally

SOC_WARP Societal perceptions of war and peace

SOC_WRONG Government and societal perceptions of perceived wrong

STAKE_CON Stakes in a conflict

SUP_POP Support of the population

SUP_ELITE Support of elites

SUP_PART Support of partners (including multinational institutions)

THR_NATL Government and societal perceptions of the threat to national interest

VIS_PCON Vision for nation post conflict

WIL_ADV How government views will of adversary
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Table A.2
Coding for Economic Variables 

Code Definition

Economic context

ECON_CHAR Economic characteristics of a country (e.g., economic livelihood from agriculture, trade, 
industry, energy)

Economic factors and mechanisms

ECON_COND Economic conditions of a country

ECON_PCON Vision for national economy, post conflict

PRES_ADV Perceived economic pressure on adversary

PRES_ELITE Economic pressure on elites

PRES_PART Economic support or pressure from partners (e.g., China on North Korea)

PRES_POP Economic pressure on population

Table A.3
Coding for Military Variables

Code Definition

Military context

MIL_CHAR Military characteristics of a country (e.g., historical nationalism, professionalism, civilian 
oversight of the military)

Military factors and mechanisms

CASUALTIES Casualties inflicted on military forces or on civilian population

CIVL_MIL Civil-military relations of a country

DUR_MIL Duration of military successes, stalemates, losses

NATL_MIL Nationalism of military

PROF_MIL Professionalism of military

POST_CON Vision for military, post conflict

SOC_MIL Societal perceptions of the military

TACT_CAP Government assessment of tactical will to fight and capabilities of national and partner 
forces

TACT_CAPAV Government assessment of tactical will to fight and capabilities of adversary forces

CASUALTIES Casualties inflicted on military forces or on civilian population
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Foundations for Understanding National Will to Fight

Although comprehensive studies specifically focused on the concept of national will to fight 
are rare, broader issues relevant to will—such as war termination, motivation, cohesion, and 
government decisionmaking in wartime—are extensive. Scholars, especially in history and the 
social sciences, want to explain why some countries fight harder than others.4 Practitioners, 
especially military planners, want to anticipate which national opponents may fight to the 
death and which ones will fold quickly when battlefield conditions turn against them.5 For 
this reason, national will to fight seems an important factor in any net assessment of national 
power.6 Such assessments are clearly incomplete if they do not incorporate the nonmaterial, or 
human, dimension of conflict.7

Because there is such a large amount of relevant literature, we tried to narrow the scope of 
our project to make it both analytically manageable and tractable while also relevant for poli-
cymakers. To that end, we searched for sources that would help us understand the motivation 
and decisionmaking of a government during war. Specifically, we looked at conditions under 
which a nation’s policymakers decide to continue fighting or to terminate a conflict. 

To capture variation in a nation’s will to fight, we rely on three distinctions: uncon-
ditional, conditional, and weak. When a country possesses an unconditional will to fight, 
we expect its decisionmakers to stay in the conflict regardless of the strategic circumstances. 
Think of Germany’s resistance in World War (WW) II. By conditional will to fight, we mean 
a country whose determination depends on events on the battlefield. For example, in WW I, 
German elites and the general population began to pressure the government in Berlin to end 
the war when they concluded that the army no longer stood a chance of winning. 8 Lastly, we 
describe countries with a weak will to fight as those who are most likely to abandon the fight 
as soon as events on the battlefield become negative. Take, for instance, the quick capitulation 
of the Argentine government during the Falklands War. The junta in Buenos Aires ended the 
war after a few sharp defeats in a short period.9

Key Works on National Will to Fight

In canvassing the literature, we sought research that would describe the key factors influenc-
ing a government’s decisionmaking in war. We also looked for works isolating the mecha-

4	 For a good scholarly summary, see Stern, 1995.
5	 Early RAND work grappled with this subject. See Paul Kecskemeti, Strategic Surrender: The Politics of Victory and 
Defeat, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, R-308, July 26, 1958. 
6	 For examples of net assessments, see John J. Mearsheimer, “Numbers, Strategy, and the European Balance,” Interna-
tional Security, Vol. 12, No. 4, Spring 1988; Barry R. Posen, “Is NATO Decisively Outnumbered?” International Security, 
Vol. 12, No. 4, Spring 1988; Eliot A. Cohen, “Toward Better Net Assessment: Rethinking the European Conventional 
Balance,” International Security, Vol. 13, No. 1, Summer 1988; and Paul Bracken, “Net Assessment: A Practical Guide,” 
Parameters, Vol. 36, No. 1, Spring 2006.
7	 Good overviews of this subject include John Keegan, The Face of Battle, New York: Viking, 1986; and Richard Holmes, 
Acts of War: The Behavior of Men in Battle, New York: Free Press, 1985.
8	 Alexander Watson, Ring of Steel: Germany and Austria-Hungary in World War I, New York: Basic Books, 2014, p. 535.
9	 Lawrence Freedman, “The War of the Falkland Islands,” Foreign Affairs, No. 1, Fall 1982, p. 196.
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nisms that motivated a nation’s population and military to fight. To that end, we identified 
nine important works in the social science literature that provided the analytical foundation 
for our study. 

A classic work on the role of national cohesion on a country’s wartime performance is 
Arthur Stein’s The Nation at War.10 Stein argues that a nation at war can be motivated by many 
factors, including national unity and the government’s ability to extract, control, and produce 
resources. Instead of a simple theory, the book presents a comprehensive list and an empiri-
cal assessment of all the factors that keep a nation fighting. Think of it as a comprehensive 
survey of factors influencing a nation’s decisionmaking in war. For Stein, two key forces shape 
a country’s will in war. First, the presence of an outside enemy threatens something the nation 
greatly values, like its territory, which relates to stakes, one of our political factors. Second, the 
capacity of a country’s national leaders to manage both the economy and income inequality, 
which relates to our economic variables, shapes a nation’s will to fight. Figure A.1 shows the 
cover of this influential source.

10 Arthur A. Stein, The Nation at War, Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980.

Figure A.1
Arthur A. Stein, The Nation at War

SOURCE: Stein, 1980.
RAND RR2477-A.1

Stein reviews the sources of national will 
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In our second key work, Andrew Mack argues that stakes in a conflict are among the 
many factors that motivate a country to endure the costs of war.11 What is a population fight-
ing to obtain, and do the benefits outweigh the costs of war? Mack argues that when defending 
their homelands, weaker countries will endure wars against stronger states because they have 
more at stake (for example, in the Soviet-Afghan War, the Israel-Lebanon War, and the Viet-
nam War).12 The subject in dispute, and not military power, becomes the decisive asymmetry 
that determines winners and losers in war. Mack looks at several conflicts, the Vietnam War 
in particular, to provide evidence for his argument. Figure A.2 depicts two of the images from 
this important journal article.

11	 Andrew Mack, “Why Big Nations Lose Small Wars: The Politics of Asymmetric Conflict,” World Politics, Vol. 27, 
No. 2, January 1975. 
12	 Building on this argument is Gil Merom, How Democracies Lose Small Wars: State, Society, and the Failures of France 
in Algeria, Israel in Lebanon, and the United States in Vietnam, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003. This 
insight is also supported by work in economics. See Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, “Prospect Theory: An Analysis 
of Decision Under Risk,” Econometrica, Vol. 47, No. 2, March 1979.

Figure A.2
Andrew Mack, “Why Big Nations Lose Small Wars: The Politics of Asymmetric Conflict”

Stakes of a conflict motivate national will

SOURCE: Mack, 1975 (page from journal); Erwin Franzen via Flickr (CC BY-SA 3.0) (top photograph);Ya’akov Sa’ar, 
Israel Government Press Office, showing soldiers from the Israeli Defense Forces, Beirut, 1982 (bottom photograph).
RAND RR2477-A.2
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Our third key work discusses how national motivation in war can also reflect the overall 
cohesion of society. Sociologist Michael Hechter argues that groups retain their cohesion, or 
solidarity, when they have strong common interests and can enforce cooperation with threats 
of coercion.13 The notion that groups overcome the collective action problem to pursue joint 
interests has long been understood in the social sciences.14 Hechter takes this observation a step 
forward by incorporating the role of coercion, or the threat of punishment, to keep a group 
united under stressful conditions. The coercive threat can refer to actual sanctions, as well as 
the role of social pressure in maintaining group loyalty. Hechter’s argument seems applicable 
to groups of various sizes, including primary groups, militaries, and nations. For example, the 
Soviet Red Army in WW II relied on commissars to motivate soldiers (Figure A.3). In our 
model, we capture these ideas in two of our political factors: cohesion and popular support 
or acquiescence. Without popular support, a government may need to coerce its population 
to support the war or least attempt to mute their dissent. That coercion may not be so easily 
achieved if the government and elites in charge are not well aligned.

13 Michael Hechter, Principles of Group Solidarity, Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1987.
14 Russell Hardin, One for All: The Logic of Group Conflict, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1995; and Jonathan 
Bender and Dilip Mookherjee, “Institutional Structure and the Logic of Ongoing Collective Action,” American Political 
Science Review, Vol. 81, No. 1, 1987.

Figure A.3
Michael Hechter, Principles of Group Solidarity

Group solidarity depends on common interests and coercion

SOURCE: Hechter, 1987 (book cover); RIA Novosti (CC BY-SA 3.0) (photograph).
NOTE: The photograph, taken by Max Alpert, depicts Soviet officer Aleksey Gordeyevich Yeremenko, who stepped 
in to lead his unit against the German offense after the unit’s commander was killed on July 12, 1942. He was shot 
and killed moments after the photo was taken and remained unidentified as the subject of the photo for more 
than 20 years.
RAND RR2477-A.3



10    National Will to Fight: Why Some States Keep Fighting and Others Don’t—Appendixes

Our fourth key work, Jasen Castillo’s Endurance and War: The National Sources of Mili-
tary Cohesion, points to the importance of ideology and coercion as determinants of a country’s 
will to fight.15 The aim of his work (Figure A.4) is to address will to fight across all three levels 
of military analysis: national, operational, and tactical. It may be the only effort to explain will 
to fight at all three levels with an interrelated, cross-cutting unitary theory. Basing his findings 
on seven cases (all U.S. or European), Castillo argues that a nation’s will to fight depends on 
two variables: the degree to which a regime controls society and the autonomy that military 
organizations possess to train for warfighting (Table A.4). Regime control refers to the abil-
ity of a government to promulgate an ideology that argues that individuals serve the nation. 
Castillo points to nationalism, communism, and fascism as ideologies that make this demand 
on citizens. In liberal societies, like the United States, the relationship is reversed: The state 
serves individuals. We capture this idea in our model in the government type and national 
identity contexts. Promoting an ambitious and demanding ideology is not enough for strong 
regime control, however. A government must also co-opt, or control, civil society. Under these 
circumstances, a government has no opposition when promoting its demanding ideology. This 
last characteristic separated Italy and Germany in WW II. Like Nazi Germany, Benito Mus-
solini’s Italy promoted a demanding ideology. However, he lacked the control over civil society 

15	 Jasen J. Castillo, Endurance and War: The National Sources of Military Cohesion, Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 
Press, 2014. On the importance of ideology, see also John A. Lynn, The Bayonets of the Republic: Motivation and Tactics in the 
Army of Revolutionary France, 1791–1794, 2nd. ed., Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1996; and Barry R. Posen, “National-
ism, the Mass Army, and Military Power,” International Security, Vol. 18, No. 2, Fall 1993.

Figure A.4
Jasen Castillo, Endurance and War: The National 
Sources of Military Cohesion

Cohension theory links national to operational will

SOURCE: Castillo, 2014.
RAND RR2477-A.4
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that Hitler had in Germany, which ensured that Hitler’s ideology was embraced by the coun-
try’s elites, military, and general population. With strong regime control, Hitler could motivate 
German society and the armed forces to fight to the bitter end. 

With the autonomy to train, military organizations develop the bonds of trust and cohe-
sion that enable their units to fight with great battlefield determination. This tenacity, in 
turn, bolsters a nation’s will to fight because the population sees its armed forces display stay-
ing power in combat. When military units begin to lose battles, the home front takes these 
defeats as a sign that victory in war is becoming increasingly unlikely, which could undermine 
national will to fight. This idea is captured in our model through the cohesion and popular 
support factors.

Table A.4
Variables That Determine a Military’s Will to Fight

1: Type of Regime 2: Type of Military Will to Fight Result

High control Authoritarian Strong but inflexible ⬌
High control Messianic Strong and flexible ⬆︎
Low control Apathetic Weak and fragile ⬇︎
Low control Professional Conditionally strong ⬌
SOURCE: Castillo, 2014.
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In our fifth key work, building on another ideological argument, Margaret Levi argues 
that democracies mobilize best for war when their constituents believe that the government 
and fellow citizens fairly share in the burden of war.16 Levi seeks to understand why individu-
als in a democracy would volunteer for military service or to endure higher economic costs to 
support their country in time of war (Figure A.5). She contends that democracies can elicit 
support by creating mechanisms that spread the costs of war across society. An equitable con-
scription system represents one such mechanism. To support her claim, she uses evidence from 
U.S. wars in the 20th century. In our model, these ideas are represented through government 
type, national identity, and popular support or acquiescence.

16	  Margaret Levi, Consent, Dissent, and Patriotism, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1997. For more, see Dan 
Reiter and Allan Stam, Democracies at War, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2002; Michael C. Desch, Power 
and Military Effectiveness: The Fallacy of Democratic Truimphalism, Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008; 
and Alexander Downes, “How Smart and Tough Are Democracies? Reassessing Theories of Democratic Victory in War,” 
International Security, Vol. 33, No. 4, Spring 2009.

Figure A.5
Margaret Levi, Consent, Dissent, and Patriotism

Democracies mobilize best for war when citizens perceive fair sharing of burdens

SOURCE: Levi, 1997; public domain poster depicting Uncle Sam encouraging Americans to 
purchase war bonds.
RAND RR2477-A.5
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Sixth, Fred Charles Iklé’s Every War Must End remains the seminal text on war termina-
tion.17 In it, Iklé offers two general factors that prevent wars from ending sooner. First, wars 
continue when they should rationally end because civilian and military leaders cannot cor-
rectly interpret battlefield events. Their judgment is clouded by an emotional desire to win 
and, therefore, justify the costs of war already suffered. Second, politics on the home front, 
where hawks and doves struggle to gain advantages during war, prevent a rational end to a 
war already lost (Figure A.6). These more emotional reasons for maintaining the will to fight 
serve as a reminder that developing the will to stop fighting may be even more challenging and 
important for leaders. We capture these ideas in our model through our government and elite 
cohesion factor.

17	 Fred Charles Iklé, Every War Must End, New York: Columbia University Press, 1971.

Figure A.6
Fred Charles Iklé, Every War Must End

Iklé explains the obstacles to ending wars

SOURCE: Iklé, 1971.
RAND RR2477-A.6
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Seventh, building on Iklé and using cases from WW I, Hein Goemans argues in War 
and Punishment that democracies and authoritarian states are best at motivating their countries 
and ending wars.18 Democracies can motivate their populations by increasing political rights or 
providing more public goods. Authoritarian states, led on by one ruler, tend to repress domes-
tic opposition. Countries ruled by oligarchies cannot end wars without victory. Constantly 
worried about domestic opposition, they fear that defeat will end their rule. To motivate their 
populations, they promise increasingly greater war aims. This tendency leads them to prolong 
the war and to take risks on the battlefield. This was the disastrous course followed by Wil-
helmine Germany in 1918 (see Figure A.7). We explore these ideas in our model by examining 
various government types.

18	 H. E. Goemans, War and Punishment: The Causes of War Termination in the First World War, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 2000. 

Figure A.7
H. E. Goemans, War and Punishment: The Causes of War Termination in the First World War

Why do states vary in their ability to end wars?

SOURCE: Goemans, 2000 (book cover); public domain photo by Robert Sennecke via Wikimedia Commons 
(photograph); public domain poster from WW I, symbolizing the alliance of France, the United Kingdom, and 
Russia. The poster’s text states, “For the king, for the flag, and the dear homeland.”
RAND RR2477-A.7



What Our Literature Review Told Us    15

In our eighth key work, another study focusing on national decisionmaking in war, Risa 
Brooks focuses on civil-military relations, which we determined in our model to be a key factor 
influencing a government’s national will to fight.19 In her book Shaping Strategy, she argues 
that poor communication between civilian and military leaders can lead to terrible strategic 
decisionmaking. Good strategic assessments, in her view, require clear, honest communica-
tion between policymakers and the leaders of the armed forces about their country’s military 
capabilities. To illustrate her point, she compares Egypt’s planning and poor battlefield per-
formance in the 1967 Arab-Israeli War with Egypt’s improved performance in the 1973 Yom 
Kippur War (Figure A.8). 

19	 Risa A. Brooks, Shaping Strategy: The Civil-Military Politics of Strategic Assessment, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 2008.

Figure A.8
Risa A. Brooks, Shaping Strategy: The Civil-Military Politics of Strategic Assessment

Civil-military tensions can undermine strategy

SOURCE: Brooks, 2008 (book cover); for photo collage, Stevan Kragujevi via Wikimedia Commons (CC BY-SA 3.0) 
(left), public domain photo via Wikimedia Commons (center), Office of the President of the Italian Republic (right).
NOTE: Photo collage shows Egyptian Presidents Gamal Abdel Nasser (taken in 1962), Anwar Sadat (taken in 1977), 
and Hosni Mubarak (taken in 2009). 
RAND RR2477-A.8
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Finally, to help us analyze the influence of government types on national will to fight, 
we collected many insights from the selectorate theory as outlined in Bueno de Mesquita and 
colleagues’ The Logic of Political Survival (Figure A.9)20 and amended by Bueno de Mesquita 
and Smith in 2009.21

The essence of the selectorate theory is that political leaders are, first and foremost, con-
cerned with staying in office in order to be able to accomplish any political goal. To do so, 
every leader must rely on the support from a group, called the winning coalition, that controls 
the essential features of political power in the system. In democracies, a winning coalition com-
prises the group of voters who elect the leader, while in autocracies and totalitarian systems, 
winning coalitions are formed by the people who control enough power to retain the leader 
in office. In all systems, leaders choose a tax rate that generates revenue, decide how to spend 

20	 Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alistair Smith, Randolph M. Siverson, and James D. Morrow, The Logic of Political Survival, 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005.
21	 Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and Alastair Smith, “Political Survival and Endogenous Institutional Change,” Comparative 
Political Studies, Vol. 42, No. 2, 2009.

Figure A.9
Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alistair Smith, Randolph M. 
Siverson, and James D. Morrow, The Logic of Political 
Survival

Political maneuvering is driven by government type

SOURCE: Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2005.
RAND RR2477-A.9
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the revenue in a manner designed to keep incumbents in office, and provide a mix of public 
and private goods. Private benefits are distributed only to members of the winning coalition 
and diminish as the size of the winning coalition expands, such that large-coalition leaders 
are forced to shift their effort to the provision of public goods that benefit the whole society.22 

According to the selectorate theory, all states can be mapped in a two-dimensional insti-
tutional space characterized by the size of the “selectorate” and the winning coalition. Under 
this framework, democracies are characterized by a large selectorate and a large winning coali-
tion, which means that democratic leaders must produce public goods, have little discretion 
to deviate from the interests of the voters, and may be easily replaced by political rivals.23 
During war, realization of victory is treated like a public good separate from any other ben-
efits acquired during the conflict.24 As a result, democracies tend to invest more resources in 
warfighting and often have strong will to fight during military conflicts, especially when extra 
effort makes victory more likely and stakes are perceived as high. Democracies also tend to 
invest in protecting all those serving in the military (not just senior leaders) because military 
personnel usually represent large population groups and, therefore, are important for the politi-
cal survival of the incumbent leader. 

Autocracies and totalitarian regimes are on the opposite end of this spectrum. Autocra-
cies have small winning coalitions and small selectorates,25 and they tend to spend money on 
private rewards to key supporters by promoting cronyism and corruption. Totalitarian regimes 
are more survivable because they have large selectorates and small winning coalitions, making 
elites easily replaceable and assuring a high degree of loyalty from key constituencies. For 
example, in the former Soviet Union, Stalin had no difficulty repeatedly replacing the party 
and military elites during the regular purges in the 1930s26 while maintaining a high degree 
of loyalty within both the party and the broader population by relying on coercion, ideology, 
and provision of public goods.27

22	 Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2005, p. 8.
23	 Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and Alastair Smith, The Dictator’s Handbook: Why Bad Behavior Is Almost Always Good Politics, 
New York: PublicAffairs, 2011, Chapter 9.
24	 Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, James D. Morrow, Randolph M. Siverson, and Alastair Smith, “Testing Novel Implications 
from the Selectorate Theory of War,” World Politics, Vol. 56, No. 3, 2004.
25	 A small number of people rule the country. These people are usually selected from a relatively small group of the popula-
tion, such as the military, civil servants, and aristocrats. 
26	 During the Great Terror in 1936–1938, “The most vulnerable groups were the party elite, former oppositionists, high-
ranking economic officials, and military officers”—key components of Stalin’s winning coalition. (Aleksandr Moiseevich 
Nekrich, Adam Bruno Ulam, and Gregory L. Freeze, Pariahs, Partners, Predators: German–Soviet Relations, 1922–1941, 
New York: Columbia University Press, 1997, p. 315).
27	 As Robert Grigor Suny explains,

The belief that they were building socialism motivated party and state leaders with a sincere concern to construct towns, 
build roads and schools, to introduce scientific methods of farming, to modernise industries and to uplift culture. This 
same belief allowed leaders to destroy churches, synagogues and mosques, move populations wholesale, impoverish and 
work the population to the point of starvation and to imprison and shoot massive numbers of people. (Ronald Grigor 
Suny, The Cambridge History of Russia, Vol. 3: The Twentieth Century, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006, 
p. 193)
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An In-Depth Review of the Scholarship on National Will to Fight

The works highlighted in the previous section provide a snapshot of the literature on national 
will to fight and associated topics. This section delves deeper into the body of literature we read 
for the study. It is structured by the factors, contexts, and mechanisms from our model. As dis-
cussed earlier, our literature review helped us identify, organize, and analyze our will to fight 
variables. Here, we discuss each of the variables from our model in the context of examples 
from our literature review. 

Factors
Stakes

What a nation is fighting for, which can also be interpreted as what its people believe the 
nation is fighting for, may play a significant role in the will of a nation to initiate or continue 
a conflict. In his book on the Civil War, What They Fought For, 1861–1865, James McPher-
son analyzes the letters and diaries of 1,000 Confederate and Union soldiers and concludes 
that they spoke of an ideological commitment to the cause based on the preservation of their 
state, which compelled them to continue fighting against daunting odds.28 The desire to fight 
against a perceived existential threat may even convince leaders to act against their own best 
interests. Richard B. Frank demonstrates in Downfall: The End of the Japanese Empire that the 
Japanese government at the end of WW II was willing to risk complete annihilation to pre-
serve the nation’s existing order. Thus, to defend against an existential threat to their nation, 
government leaders were willing to sacrifice a staggering number of the people that made up 
that nation.29

Democracies may be less willing to sustain a war for interests that are less than vital to 
their survival. Such governments may use an existential threat, or may create the appearance of 
an existential threat, to generate national-level will to fight. Eric Larson found that the Ameri-
can publics’ historical tolerance for casualties during conflicts and interventions followed the 
perceived stakes of the conflict: Where interests were not vital, tolerance for casualties was low, 
and vice versa.30 Roger R. Reese describes how Hitler’s violation of the Nazi-Soviet Nonag-
gression Pact of 1939 created an existential threat to the Russian motherland that was particu-
larly motivating for ethnic Russians in the Soviet Union, strengthening their will to fight.31 
An existential threat, however, may not be enough to garner national support across all ethnic 
groups, as Stalin discovered. Therefore, the threat is often paired with the rhetoric of national-
ism to motivate a larger segment of the population that may not view themselves as affected 
by a threat to a specific territory but, rather, by a threat to the idea of a homeland. Similarly, 
in the Vietnam War, South Vietnam recognized that its military was not motivated to protect 
the government. Instead, the military was motivated by a perceived existential threat posed by 
the Viet Cong and its allies. 

28	 James McPherson, What They Fought For, 1861–1865, New York: Anchor Books, 1994.
29	 Richard B. Frank, Downfall: The End of the Japanese Empire, London: Penguin Books, 1999.
30	 Eric V. Larson, Casualties and Consensus: The Historical Role of Casualties in Domestic Support for U.S. Military Opera-
tions, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, MR-726-RC, 1996.
31	 Roger R. Reese, “Motivations to Serve: The Soviet Soldier in the Second World War,” Journal of Slavic Military Studies, 
Vol. 20, No. 2, 2007.
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Cohesion 

Internal government cohesion may influence how dedicated a nation is to a conflict and whether 
it has expectations of victory. Absent other mitigating factors, it may also determine how long 
a government feels comfortable committing forces to a conflict. There is mixed evidence to 
support the hypothesis that external conflict creates higher levels of internal government cohe-
sion in response, according to Stein’s work. Indeed, while leaders may think that continuing 
to wage war against a common threat or enemy will create a bulwark of support within their 
own political faction, it very often has the opposite effect, depending on the success or fail-
ure of that military endeavor.32 The degree to which elites in a country agree or diverge on a 
decision to go to war may also have an effect on the general populace’s willingness to engage. 
Adam Berinsky finds that, when political elites disagree over the wisdom of an intervention, 
the public is similarly divided; however, when elites come to a common understanding of the 
political stakes in a conflict, the public is generally more willing to give the government greater 
freedom to wage war.33

Civil-Military Relations 

Civil-military relations describe how civilian and military institutions interact. This relation-
ship impacts the effectiveness of a country’s military and how the country uses its military 
capabilities. Peter Feaver articulates the key civil-military conundrum that “the very institution 
created to protect the polity is given sufficient power to become a threat to the polity.”34 Effec-
tive or dysfunctional relationships between a nation’s civilian and military leaders can influ-
ence will at all levels. Writing on the practice of coup-proofing in Middle Eastern regimes, 
for example, RAND’s James T. Quinlivan explains how actions taken by autocratic regimes 
to strengthen their internal control over the military may inevitably weaken the state’s ability 
to wage war with external enemies.35 Quinlivan finds that such practices as prioritizing per-
sonal loyalty, creating parallel military units, and overlapping internal security agencies reduce 
a country’s overall military capability. This example of poor civil-military relations (which 
Quinlivan notes one would expect to find in countries susceptible to coups) demonstrates how 
a failure to align military and government leadership affects internal stability and outward 
strength, which could weaken a nation’s overall will to fight. Caitlin Talmadge’s study builds 
on Quinlivan’s conclusions by examining differences in the combat capabilities of different 
units in the same country, as well as between countries. In her Iran-Iraq and Vietnam cases, 
she shows how coup-proofing military units led to dramatically different combat capabilities 
and will to fight.36

32	 Arthur A. Stein, “Conflict and Cohesion: A Review of the Literature,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 20, No. 1, 
1976.
33	 Adam Berinsky, “Assuming the Costs of War: Events, Elites, and American Public Support for Military Conflict,” Jour-
nal of Politics, Vol. 69, No. 4, November 2007.
34	 Peter D. Feaver, Armed Servants: Agency, Oversight, and Civil-Military Relations, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2003, p. 4.
35	 James T. Quinlivan, “Coup-Proofing: Its Practice and Consequence in the Middle East,” International Security, Vol. 24, 
No. 2, Fall 1999.
36	 Caitlin Talmadge, The Dictator’s Army: Battlefield Effectiveness in Authoritarian Regimes, London: Cornell University 
Press, 2015.
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Popular Support or Acquiescence

Popular support can be thought of as support for the government’s participation in a conflict 
or support for the government despite its participation in a conflict (acquiescence). Popular 
support, in conjunction with regime type, can influence a government’s will to fight and its 
expectations of victory. For example, Lindsey A. Hines and colleagues reviewed and evalu-
ated research and public opinion poll data on attitudes toward the military in the United 
Kingdom.37 The authors concluded that, although there were low levels of support for British 
involvement in the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts from 2010–2014, there were still high over-
all levels of support for the UK armed forces. Such a discrepancy between support for an insti-
tution overall versus an ongoing military operation can have varied effects on a government’s 
desire to remain in a conflict that has low levels of public support. 

Closely tied to popular support is public morale, which can influence military outcomes 
and can be bolstered or diminished by the actions of a government while under duress. In 
“From Depression to Victory: A Record of Growing British Determination During the Battle 
of Britain,” Adam Thomas writes that Churchill’s frequent and powerful speeches to the Brit-
ish public created a bulwark of public morale against the economic pressures and fractured 
communities during WW II.38 

Popular support and its influence on national will to fight is intimately related to legit-
imacy. Jonathan Waskan notes that, “in the context of political theorizing, ‘legitimacy’ is 
roughly synonymous with ‘justified’ or ‘acceptable.’”39 He goes on to assert, “If a people holds 
the belief that existing institutions are ‘appropriate’ or ‘morally proper,’ then these institutions 
are legitimate.” In this construction, legitimacy is dependent on the views of “the people” 
and whether they accept the system of authority and the actions it takes as justified, accept-
able, and appropriate.40 The work of Morris Zelditch and his various collaborators41 draws 
on S. M. Dornbusch and W. R. Scott’s42 notions of propriety and validity to distinguish an 
individual’s judgment about the appropriateness of an act (propriety) from the apparent con-
sensual view of the larger society (validity). This work is important, because it both elaborates 
legitimacy as a fundamentally social process and explains how an individual who personally 

37	 Lindsey A. Hines, Rachel Gribble, Simon Wessely, Christopher Dandeker, and Nicola T. Fear, “Are the Armed Forces 
Understood and Supported by the Public? A View from the United Kingdom,” Armed Forces & Society, Vol. 41, No. 4, 
December 2014.
38	 Adam Thomas, “From Depression to Victory: A Record of Growing British Determination During the Battle of Brit-
ain,” Air Power History, Spring 2016.
39	 Jonathan Waskan, “De facto Legitimacy and Popular Will,” Social Theory and Practice, Vol. 24, No, 1, Spring 1998, 
p. 25.
40	 There is an interesting strand of research on legitimacy that focuses on the difference between acceptance of and passive 
consent to (pragmatic acceptance of) governance, finding a distinction between behavior and belief to be worthy of consid-
eration, particularly on the fringes when legitimacy starts to break down (see, for example, Arthur J. Vidich and Ronald M. 
Glassman, “Introduction,” in Arthur J. Vidich and Ronald M. Glassman, eds., Conflict and Control: Challenge to Legitimacy 
of Modern Governments, London: Sage, 1979).
41	 Morris Zelditch, Jr., and Henry A. Walker, “Legitimacy and the Stability of Authority,” in Joseph Berger and Morris 
Zelditch, Jr., eds., Status, Power and Legitimacy: Strategies & Theories, New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 
1998; Morris Zelditch, Jr., and Anthony S. Floyd, “Consensus, Dissensus, and Justification,” in Joseph Berger and Morris 
Zelditch, Jr., eds., Status, Power and Legitimacy: Strategies & Theories, New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 1998; 
and Morris Zelditch, Jr., “Theories of Legitimacy,” in John T. Jost and Brenda Major, eds., The Psychology of Legitimacy: 
Emerging Perspectives on Ideology, Justice, and Intergroup Relations, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2001.
42	 S. M. Dornbusch and W. R. Scott, Evaluation and the Exercise of Authority, San Francisco, Calif.: Jossey-Bass, 1975.
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believes that an act is wrong (lacks propriety) can nonetheless accept it as legitimate because he 
or she perceives it as valid (accepted by the community). This distinction becomes particularly 
important when considering the role of indoctrination in strengthening will to fight: If censor-
ship and other internal controls suppress dissenting voices, a dissenting majority may remain 
acquiescent and hesitate to call for an end to fighting, because the dissenters believe them-
selves to be in the minority. Thus, popular acquiescence can substitute for popular support as 
a means of strengthening will to fight because governments have less fear of negative political 
repercussions for their decision to continue engaging in a conflict.

Allied Strength and Support

The degree to which a state can depend on alliances with other countries—particularly strong 
countries—during conflict may affect that state’s willingness to continue or terminate the war 
effort. In some instances, governments rely on their alliances to support their strategic objec-
tives without devoting too much blood and treasure in the process. When a government has 
the support of allies, either through diplomatic machinations (i.e., providing international 
legitimacy for a conflict) or operational relationships (i.e., serving as a force multiplier by pro-
viding additional troops or material resources), a country may be bolstered to continue fight-
ing and have greater expectations of victory because it is buoyed by a greater support base. 
Paul Kecskemeti writes in Strategic Surrender that the Italians, led by Mussolini in WW II, 
aligned themselves with the Axis not because of some inherent connection but because they 
imagined that the alliance “promised considerable profit without total effort.”43 However, such 
an arrangement ultimately weakened the alliance, as Italy relied on Germany to do the heavy 
lifting in the war effort, and, when that failed, domestic pressure and division within the Ital-
ian military quickly turned the country into an unwilling ally for Germany. In some circum-
stances, alliance perceptions, regardless of their reality, can substantially influence national 
will to fight. Pakistan’s president agreed to the 1965 offensive actions against Indian-held 
Kashmir, at least in part, because he believed that the United States would intervene or, at a 
minimum, continue providing military assistance.44 When U.S. support ceased and sufficient 
alternative allies could not be found, Pakistan reluctantly agreed to cease fighting.

Economic Leverage

Stein’s The Nation at War argues that a government’s ability to control distribution and pro-
duction of resources can influence will to fight. Stein also showed that a country’s share of 
world GDP can predict its ability to mobilize for war.45 When analyzing national will to 
fight through the lens of Stein’s theory, one could argue that this ability to control economic 
resources and exert economic power could be used to influence the will to fight of allies and 
adversaries by sending a message about how they might be rewarded or punished economically 
in the course of a conflict. For example, the United States’ promises and ability to support its 
allies (particularly the United Kingdom) economically in WW II and—later in the conflict—
to weaken its adversaries’ economic capacity through its ability to conduct strategic bombing 
strengthened Allied will. 

43	 Kecskemeti, 1958, p. 72.
44	 Farooq Bajwa, From Kutch to Tashkent: The Indo-Pakistan War of 1965, London: Hurst, 2013, pp. 100–102.
45	 Stein, 1980.
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Military Capabilities

A government’s assessment of its own and its adversary’s capabilities can have decisive conse-
quences for how long it engages in a conflict. A government that believes it has greater capabili-
ties than its adversary will likely stay engaged in conflict longer because it may believe that it 
has a greater chance of winning. For example, in “Nationalism, the Mass Army, and Military 
Power,” Posen wrote that states seeking to retain their autonomy use their military capabilities 
to “compete” for security.46 In this sense, a country that believes it is competing well in terms 
of its capabilities may be more willing to sustain the fight. A government’s assessment of the 
strength of its military capabilities can also influence its will to fight, because better equipped 
and better resourced countries have a stronger expectation of victory. Quinlivan explored this 
idea in his 1999 article “Coup-Proofing: Its Practice and Consequence in the Middle East.” 
Through an examination of Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Syria, Quinlivan found that the availabil-
ity of forces, combined with advanced planning and competent leadership, made operations 
more successful.47 When a government has the military capabilities it needs to execute a timely, 
decisive operation, its confidence and expectations of victory grow, which (as we have discussed 
elsewhere) thus strengthens will to fight.

On the other hand, a government’s failure to adequately assess the effectiveness of its 
capabilities could create an artificially high will to fight, based on false optimism, to be fol-
lowed by a collapse in will once the fallacy becomes clear. As Gregory A. Daddis argues, the 
U.S. military struggled to identify metrics that adequately captured success or failure during 
the Vietnam War.48 This also applies to governments that underestimate adversary military 
capabilities and thus think that victory will come with minimal sacrifice. Farooq Bajwa’s book 
From Kutch to Tashkent, for example, makes clear that Pakistan underestimated Indian capa-
bilities and overestimated its own during the 1965 war, which made Pakistan more willing to 
keep fighting.49

Contexts
Government Type 

A government’s willingness to engage in and sustain a conflict may relate to government 
type. A segment of political science in the early 1990s, called democratic peace (or liberal 
peace) theory, claimed to show that democracies were generally less willing to go to war than 
autocratic regimes and are even more reluctant to go to war with other democracies, in part, 
because of the commonalities they share. A corollary argument, as presented in Dan Reiter and 
Allan Stam’s book, Democracies at War, is that democracies are more likely to be successful in 
wars because elected leaders in democracies are conscious of how popular support affects war 
efforts and, therefore, choose to engage only in wars they are likely to win.50 Reiter and Stam 
also suggest that soldiers in a democracy feel more individual ownership in conflicts and are 
therefore more likely to demonstrate greater initiative and benefit from better leadership. Gil 

46	 Posen, 1993, p. 82. 
47	 Quinlivan, 1999.
48	 Gregory A. Daddis, “The Problem of Metrics: Assessing Progress and Effectiveness in the Vietnam War,” War in History, 
Vol. 19, No. 1, 2012.
49	 Bajwa, 2013.
50	 Reiter and Stam, 2002.
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Merom adds that the same reticence that democratic leaders feel in entering possibly unwin-
nable wars makes them particularly vulnerable to losing wars of insurgency, which tend to be 
smaller but may require a greater investment of time, resources, and a general willingness to 
accept a higher casualty rate.51

National Identity

National identities represent a basic form of self-identification that carries both social and cul-
tural significance for people.52 The function of these identities is to generate a sense of sameness 
among some people while highlighting differences with other groups. This self-identification 
represents more than mere patriotism; it typically combines the meaning of one’s ethnicity and 
religion with his or her view of the nation or state. The result is a collective sense of “what one 
is.” The state may leverage this sense of self in the service of strengthening national will to fight 
by bolstering government and elite cohesion; strengthening civil-military relations; strengthen-
ing popular support; and perhaps even enlisting ethnically, religiously, or ideologically similar 
allies for war against adversaries.

Economic Resilience 

The extent to which a nation’s economy is dependent on foreign ties or is resilient may have 
an influence on its ability to muster and maintain the will to fight during both internal and 
external conflicts. Countries with strong economies and educated workforces tend to benefit 
more significantly from industrial advances, particularly in the military sphere. Thus, Uk Heo 
and Seongyi Yun argue that economic prosperity not only influences a country’s ability to fund 
external conflict but also dictates the capacity that a country’s military and civilian workforce 
has to continue supporting the war effort.53 If war is good for the economy, citizens may be 
more prone to support it, which could positively affect national will to fight. 

Duration of Conflict

Conventional wisdom might lead one to assume that the longer a conflict continues, the greater 
the chances that a nation’s will to fight is diminished. However, duration itself may not be a 
strong indicator of will to fight separate from other dimensions, such as nationalist or ideologi-
cal motivation, or the type of regime waging war. Jenkins’ assessment of the North Vietnam-
ese’s willingness to continue fighting in 1967 hinged largely on the fact that arguments for 
staying in the fight remained stronger than the arguments for withdrawal or ceasefire. In the 
North Vietnamese case, those arguments included the political risk involved with withdrawal 
and China’s continued involvement in the war.54 Jeffrey Pickering showed in his research that a 
country’s track record in past wars heavily influences a nation’s decision to pursue future wars, 
implying that a conflict that continues for multiple years might be more palatable if the nation 
in question already has a winning record in previous conflict.55 

51	 Merom, 2003.
52	 Rogers Brubaker, “Religion and Nationalism: Four Approaches,” Nations and Nationalism, Vol. 18, No. 1, 2012.
53	 Uk Heo and Seongyi Yun, “Another View on the Relationship Between Democratization and Intra-Military Division in 
South Korea,” Armed Forces & Society, Vol. 40, No. 2, 2013.
54	 Jenkins, 1972.
55	 Jeffrey Pickering, “The Conflict-Prone and the Conflict-Weary: War Outcomes and Types of Military Intervention, 
1946–1996,” Journal of Political and Military Sociology, Vol. 29, No. 2, 2001.
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In many cases, duration may be a proxy for another underlying variable: war weariness. 
When a country’s people are exhausted by war and tired of a conflict, they have historically 
been more willing to support settlement negotiations, especially when prospects for outright 
victory appear slim (e.g., the conflict is in a stalemate).56 War weariness increases over time and 
can also increase willingness for settlement as it erodes will to fight.

Mechanisms
Engagement 

Engagement with allies is a primary way to establish support between nations. When this sup-
port is strong, it can increase a nation’s expectation of victory because the nation believes that 
it will be backed by a coalition upon whose support it can rely on for legitimacy, resources, and 
greater or improved capabilities. In wartime, these engagements may be thought of primarily 
across three dimensions: 

•	 the strength of the alliances between countries, which either are formed during wartime 
or carry through from peacetime into wartime

•	 the kind of military or political support offered to partners during conflict
•	 the extent of an ally’s economic support that bolsters the recipient government’s ability to 

sustain fighting. 

In each instance, the support offered to a partner may have the effect of bolstering a 
nation’s will to fight or, occasionally, causing a state to evaluate its war plans in light of future 
diplomatic relationships. In her work on nonviolent civil resistance, Maria Stephan writes that 
internal resistance is more effective when the populace can convince external actors to exert 
diplomatic or political pressure on a nation, thereby diminishing its will to continue fighting.57 
Fred Iklé considers the effect that diplomatic relations have on the will to fight in several case 
studies across the 20th century, concluding that alliances may in fact create negative incentives 
for states to extricate themselves from conflicts.58 

Indoctrination and Messaging 

Examinations of how governments foster will to fight among their people often consider the role 
of ideology as a motivator. While there is disagreement about the extent to which ideology—
separate from other factors—can motivate a soldier to remain in the fight, there is evidence to 
suggest a strong connection between successful government indoctrination and ideology as a 
motivating factor. In the cases of two communist groups, the Russian government under the 
Soviet Union and the Viet Cong during the Vietnam War, political indoctrination, in concert 
with strong national identity, proved critical to maintaining control over soldiers. In his studies 
of the Viet Cong, J. J. Zasloff found that party leaders were more successful than their adver-
sary, the U.S. military, in indoctrinating their soldiers on the importance of continuing the 

56	 Colin P. Clarke and Christopher Paul, From Stalemate to Settlement: Lessons for Afghanistan from Historical Insurgencies 
That Have Been Resolved Through Negotiations, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-469-OSD, 2014. 
57	 Maria Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic of Nonviolent Conflict, New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2012. 
58	 Iklé, 1971.
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war effort and defeating an invading force.59 John Donnell comes to a similar conclusion that 
the Viet Cong’s indoctrination efforts deepened the revolutionary commitment of those who 
were previously politically inactive.60 Edward Brea examines army barracks of Imperial Japan 
and finds that Japanese forces were extremely effective in creating loyal soldiers because of the 
heavily nationalized curriculum imposed in their training. Indoctrinated soldiers treated their 
barracks as an extended family unit.61 

Indoctrination (through propaganda and other less manipulative efforts to inform, influ-
ence, and persuade) can affect citizen perceptions of the values of other factors and thus affect 
will to fight by altering perceptions of reality. Christopher Paul and Miriam Matthews’ work 
on Russian propaganda reveals that propaganda based on or containing significant falsehoods 
can be surprisingly persuasive.62 Although we found little research directly connecting propa-
ganda and national will to fight, propaganda studies remain a potentially rich field.63

Also related to indoctrination are national leaders’ claims about a conflict and their efforts 
to legitimate it.64 Claims made and justifications offered can cause a policy (or a war) to be per-
ceived as more or less legitimate—and thus receive more or less popular support. Max Weber 
discusses these claims to legitimacy: 

What is important is the fact that in a given case the particular claim to legitimacy is to 
a significant degree and according to its type treated as “valid”; that this fact confirms 
the position of the persons claiming authority and that it helps to determine the choice of 
means of its exercise.65 

Basically, for a leader’s legitimation efforts to increase will to fight, the legitimation must 
be accepted both as true and as a valid reason to continue fighting. Research on specific legiti-
mations has found them to be effective. For example, claims of “crisis” can lend a situation 
gravity, urgency, and legitimacy.66 Clearly stating (or overstating) the stakes of a conflict can 
create a “rally to the flag” effect in defense of the nation.67

Recent RAND research by Paul and colleagues found that several state actors of concern 
focus their efforts on maintaining the support of their populations by any means necessary. 

59	 J. J. Zasloff, Political Motivation of the Viet Cong: The Vietminh Regroupees, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, 
RM-4703/2-ISA/ARPA, 1968.
60	 John C. Donnell, Viet Cong Recruitment: Why and How Men Join, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, D-14436, 
1966. 
61	 Edward J. Brea, Japan’s Imperial Army: Its Rise and Fall, 1853–1945, Lawrence, Kan.: University Press of Kansas, 2009. 
62	 Christopher Paul and Miriam Matthews, The Russian “Firehose of Falsehood” Propaganda Model: Why It Might Work and 
Options to Counter It, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, PE-198-OSD, 2016. 
63	 See, for example, Edward Bernays, Propaganda, New York: H. Liveright, 1928; Randal Marlin, Propaganda and the 
Ethics of Persuasion, Orchard Park, N.Y.: Broadview Press, 2002; and Anthony Pratkanis and Elliot Aronson, Age of Propa-
ganda: The Everyday Use and Abuse of Persuasion, New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2001.
64	 For more on legitimacy and legitimation, see Christopher Paul, Marines on the Beach: The Politics of U.S. Military Inter-
vention Decision Making, Westport, Conn.: Praeger Security International, 2008, Chapter 7.
65	 Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, ed. Talcott Parsons, New York: Free Press, 1947, p. 327.
66	 Jim A. Kuypers, Presidential Crisis Rhetoric and the Press in the Post-Cold War World, Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 1997.
67	 Ronald H. Hinckley, People, Polls, and Policymakers: American Public Opinion and National Security, New York: Lexing-
ton Books, 1992, p. 108.
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These state actors show no compunction about using falsehoods in their internal propaganda 
and make use of censorship and other forms of information control.68

Economic Pressures

The military does not fight in an economic vacuum; in fact, the reverse is true. Governments 
provide economic carrots (e.g., financial assistance) to allies and employ economic sticks (e.g., 
sanctions) against adversaries to influence their will to fight. Economic policies and national 
will to fight often go hand in hand, with economic pressures either enabling or impeding 
action. The U.S. military’s DIME (diplomacy, information, military, and economics) model 
accounts for these interdependencies between the exertion of economic and military power, as 
Jason Torgerson writes in his analysis of the British during the Revolutionary War.69 Phillip 
Kao suggests in “Future Approaches to the Economic Instrument of Power” that militaries, as 
a forward-deployed arm of their governments, can enforce economic policies (e.g., sanctions) 
on the government’s behalf.70 

Casualties

The number of casualties inflicted on the adversary’s military and civilian population is a 
common measure that a government uses to assess its likelihood of victory. But it is also an 
important—and complex—mechanism for influencing national will. For example, casualties 
may affect the amount of popular support that a conflict receives, particularly in a protracted 
conflict. However, in “What Costs Will Democracies Bear? A Review of Popular Theories of 
Casualty Aversion,” Hugh Smith writes that popular opinion with respect to casualty aversion 
is a flexible notion, which may be altered by other variables, including what a population per-
ceives to be in the national interest.71 Under one set of circumstances, a handful of casualties 
could ignite tremendous backlash, like the United States experienced in Somalia in 1993. In 
different circumstances, a similar number of casualties could inspire greater public commit-
ment to the combat mission. As noted by Eric Larson, historical U.S. tolerance for casualties 
has varied directly with the perceived stakes of the conflict.72

68	 Christopher Paul, Colin P. Clarke, Michael Schwille, Jakub P. Hlávka, Michael A. Brown, Steven S. Davenport, Isaac R. 
Porche III, and Joel Harding, Lessons from Others for Future U.S. Army Operations in and Through the Information Environ-
ment, Santa Monica, Calif: RAND Corporation, RR-1925/1-A, 2018.
69	 Jason W. Torgerson, The Campaign of 1777: Examination of a Turning Point Using DIME, masters thesis, Ft. Leaven-
worth, Kan.: U.S. Army Command, 2009.
70	 Philip Y. Kao, “Future Approaches to the Economic Instrument of Power,” Joint Forces Quarterly, No. 43, 2006.
71	 Hugh Smith, “What Costs Will Democracies Bear? A Review of Popular Theories of Casualty Aversion,” Armed Forces 
& Society, Vol. 31, No. 4, Summer 2005.
72	 Larson, 1996. 
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APPENDIX B

Case Study Selection and Additional Details on Cases

Many cases illustrating will to fight—both positive and negative—emerged as our research 
team examined more than 100 articles, books, and other publications during the literature 
review. The depth and breadth of information necessitated a systematic approach to selecting 
cases that would enable us to achieve our analytic objectives. To that end, the team began with 
the Correlates of War project’s List of Wars from 1816 to 2007. Correlates of War defines a 
war as “sustained combat, involving organized armed forces, resulting in a minimum of 1,000 
battle-related fatalities within a twelve month period.”1 This database contains 654 distinct 
wars categorized by the following four types:

•	 extra-state war (163 wars): an inter-state system member engaged in war with a political 
entity that is not a system member

•	 inter-state war (95 wars): a territorial state that qualifies as a member of the inter-state 
system engaged in a war with another system member

•	 intra-state war (334 wars): 
–– civil: wars for central control or over local issues
–– regional-internal: wars between or among non-state actors that occur within the terri-
tory of a state where a local or regional government is one party to the war

–– inter-communal: between or among non-state actors that take place within the territory 
of a state and that involve at least two parties, none of which is a government

•	 non-state war (62 wars): wars conducted by nonsystem member actors that take place 
beyond the confines of one state in a non-state territory or across state borders.2

To winnow the Correlates of War list to a more manageable number of cases, our research 
team decided on a few key discriminators. First, we excluded any wars prior to the start of 
WW I in 1914 to focus on the era of modern warfare. Doing so eliminated 339 wars from 
consideration. Second, we chose to exclude non-state wars because the absence of formal gov-
ernance structures means that those actors operate outside state-based rules of order, presenting 
an additional complication when attempting to compare them with legitimate states. Exclud-
ing non-state wars from our pool of cases eliminated another 62 wars. 

Left with 253 potential wars, we then decided to focus on conflicts with an abundance 
of literature to enable comprehensive assessments. Native language sources would have been 
beneficial, but cost and time constraints made it more feasible to focus primarily on English-

1	 Meredith Reid Sarkees, The COW Typology of War: Defining and Categorizing Wars, Correlates of War, 2007, p. 1.
2	 Meredith Reid Sarkees and Frank Wayman, Resort to War: 1816–2007, Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2010. 
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language material. We strove to include conflicts that demonstrated multiple governance 
styles, Eastern and Western cultures, militaries with coercive and normative organizational 
types, and instances of high and low will to fight among adversaries and partners. 

As we developed our criteria, we recognized that one way to analyze national will is to 
examine multiple points during the same conflict. In some cases, we found it useful to analyze 
the same countries over time (e.g., participants in both WW I and WW II) and with differing 
outcomes. For some cases, this approach also enabled us to study one conflict from multiple 
perspectives, thereby helping to optimize our review of available literature by allowing us to 
apply what we learned to the winning and losing sides. 

Applying the Methodology

Once the final cases were selected, our research team examined additional, case-specific lit-
erature to answer 87 questions across three levels of will: national, tactical, and operational. 
These questions were based on the foundational questions that informed our literature review 
to ensure consistency throughout our study methodology. At the national level, our ques-
tions were divided across the factors, contexts, and mechanisms defined in Chapter Two and 
explained in greater detail later in this appendix. We recognized that the significance of the 
effects of some of these variables on will to fight could change over the course of a war. To 
account for these potential changes, we analyzed each variable at the beginning, middle, and 
end of the conflict. For many cases, there was no change in the prevalence or importance of 
a particular variable across the span of a conflict. For example, the government type did not 
change mid-conflict during the wars we analyzed. However, analyzing each variable over time 
illuminated how, for example, perceived changes in the stakes during the Korean and Iran-Iraq 
Wars influenced will to fight and ultimately led to stalemates.3 

The study team produced individual reports on the 15 cases we analyzed at both the 
national and the tactical-operational levels. Each case study report described the most relevant 
variables that explained will to fight based on the additional research we did for each case. 
Those reports are not included in the study, but Table 3.2 contains their key takeaways. Exam-
ples from each of these case studies are interspersed in the proceeding detailed explanations of 
our variables. Recognizing that different analysts could have had different interpretations of 
the variables based on how they read the literature, we designed our case study coding analysis 
to be illustrative rather than authoritative. 

Additional Details from the Cases Summarized in Chapter Three

In Chapter Three, we provided brief discussions of each variable, as well as a chart featuring 
examples of how each variable influenced will to fight in particular cases. We provide addi-
tional details about those examples in this section. The sources that informed each case are 
provided at the end of this appendix.

3	 William Stueck, The Korean War: An International History, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997; Boose and 
Matray, 2014; and Shen Zhihua, “Sino-North Korean Conflict and Its Resolution During the Korean War,” trans. by Dong 
Gil Kim and Jeffrey Becker, Cold War International History Project Bulletin, No. 14/15, 2003, p. 19.
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Stakes

The Austro-Hungarian government believed that WW I was essential to avenge the assas-
sination of its heir, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, by a Serb. The political elites were largely dis-
connected from the population and could not let the assassination go unpunished because it 
would demonstrate weakness. Because the military was the glue that held together the Austro-
Hungarian society, the country’s government believed that the sanctity of its empire rested on 
its ability to send a strong military message that such an act would not be tolerated.4 Despite 
the relative fragmentation of the nationalities that made up the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 
people rallied to war to do their duty to uphold national pride and preserve the empire. Given 
the historical context of WW I—and the salience of a national identity during this time—
many Austro-Hungarians perceived the assassination of Ferdinand as a vital threat. These 
perceptions of the threat provided a collective sense of meaning for citizens of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, which increased its will to fight.

In the Soviet Union in WW II, the citizenry perceived the stakes of war as existential. 
Strategic defeat in the face of Nazi Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941 would 
likely have ended the Soviet society’s entire way of life and resulted in ruin for elites.5 The 
Soviet state was young and relatively fragile. As noted in Chapter Five, between 1917 and 
1945, the Soviet Union spent almost half of its existence in a revolution, a civil war, or a fight 
with foreign states. If the brutal Nazi regime proved successful with its invasion of the Soviet 
Union, the result would lead not only to collapse of the Soviet state but also to the fall of Russia 
as an entity within the Soviet Union. Thus, the Soviets perceived that surrendering to Nazi 
Germany would result in the end of the Soviet Union and Russian national identity. Similar to 
our Austria-Hungary example, the stakes for the Soviet Union generated a collective sense of 
meaning for its citizenry that bolstered the country’s overall will to fight the Germans.

The third example in Chapter Three is from the Iran-Iraq War. Although Saddam 
Hussein initiated the war, the momentum, if one could call it that, had shifted to Iran by 
1982, when Iranian forces reversed Iraq’s early gains and took the war to Iraqi territory. In 
June of that year, Saddam declared a unilateral ceasefire and accepted Iran’s conditions for a 
ceasefire—except his departure. Iran had upped the ante by making the war about the Iraqi 
dictator’s removal from power. Iran’s maximalist aims inspired Iraqis to fight to defend their 
territory, not wanting to be overrun by Iran’s human waves. The fear of Iran, more than Iraq’s 
leadership, compelled Iraqis to hold their ground; therefore, vital stakes, from the Iraqi per-
spective, created a strong incentive to fight.6 

In Iran, the war against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq became the defining and unifying focus 
of the revolutionary regime, which was beset by internal conflict when Iraqi troops invaded. 
But by the final year of the war, Iranians seemed to question the utility of their leadership’s 
maximalist ambitions, providing the context for Iran’s eventual decision to accept a cease-
fire leaving Saddam in power. The stakes for Iran shifted from existential (national survival) 

4	 See Istvan Deak, Beyond Nationalism: A Social and Political History of the Habsburg Officer Corps, 1848–1918, Oxford, 
UK: Oxford University Press, 1990.
5	 Roger R. Reese, Why Stalin’s Soldiers Fought: The Red Army’s Military Effectiveness in World War II, Lawrence, Kan.: 
University Press of Kansas, 2011.
6	 See Williamson Murray and Kevin M. Woods, The Iran-Iraq War: A Military and Strategic History, Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014; and Charles Tripp, History of Iraq, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2002, 
pp. 246–248.
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when Iranians were defending their homeland to merely important (punishment of a clear 
aggressor) as the Iranians pushed Iraqi forces out of their territory and questions arose about 
whether the costs of the conflict were commensurate with the war aims of the government.7 
In the case of Iran and Iraq, we see an interplay of forces that generated a collective sense of 
will to fight in both countries that was stronger when the stakes were perceived as existential 
(defending territory).

Finally, the most salient factor from our Chechen case study was Russia’s perceptions of 
the stakes for these wars. In the First Chechen War, the stakes were low for Russia, and this 
was how the Russian people perceived these stakes. These perceptions began to change after 
the First Chechen War, as concerns about the militancy of Chechens began to increase inside 
Russia. President Vladimir Putin leveraged these fears to gain support for Russian involvement 
in the Second Chechen War. Specifically, he used the media to frame this second war as vital 
to the national security of the Russian state. For the Second Chechen War, views of terrorism 
as a threat to vital interests became a unifying force shaping a collective sense about the stakes 
of war for Russians. This collective sense about stakes, in turn, influenced a national sense of 
will to fight within the Russian Federation.

Cohesion

On the eve of WW I, the French government made an effort to unify the country before the 
start of a confrontation with Germany. French politicians decided to set aside their political 
differences in a drive to bolster societal unity before war. They formed the union sacrée, or 
sacred union—a pledge to come together to defend France against German aggression. This 
pact did not resolve the country’s political disputes but merely put them aside until the threat 
of invasion subsided. Historian Hew Strachan suggests that this agreement “reflected not a 
nationalism that suppressed political divergences, but one that embraced the full range of a lib-
eral society. . . . The Union Sacrée was thus an entirely utilitarian formulation, with the single 
objective of defending France.”8 Thus, the French government was able to present itself as uni-
fied during WW I. This presentation likely shaped how its citizenry viewed the war, which, in 
turn, influenced national will to fight. 

Turning to a WW II example, France’s elite cohesion was fragile even before hostilities 
broke out with Nazi Germany in 1939. France’s Third Republic suffered from two significant 
divides that separated elites and the general population alike. First, the political left and right 
in France disagreed about the role of the military in society. Second, the entire country felt 
weary from WW I. No other combatant lost a greater percentage of its population in that 
conflict. That lack of cohesion, in turn, undermined elite support for continuing to fight 
in WW II. These cleavages undermined the legitimacy of the government, shaping expecta-
tions by the French citizenry that their government would successfully defend the state. These 
deflated expectations likely reduced the country’s will to fight.

During the Korean War, North Korea had strong support for establishing a communist 
regime right after the liberation from Japanese colonial occupation by their liberator, the Soviet 
Union. Kim Il-sung successfully built efficient control over North Korean society. That con-

7	 For a discussion of Iranian decisionmaking at the end of the war, see Robin Wright, In the Name of God: The Khomeini 
Decade, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1989; and Pierre Razoux, The Iran-Iraq War, trans. Nicholas Elliott, Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2015.
8	 Hew Strachan, The First World War, Vol. I: A Call to Arms, Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2000, pp. 129–130.



Case Study Selection and Additional Details on Cases    31

trol led to a cohesive set of government elites who supported decisions by Kim to invade South 
Korea. Much of this cohesion related to the communist government that could eradicate dis-
sent relatively swiftly. When combined with domestic indoctrination—and some popular poli-
cies of eradicating collaborators who had helped Japanese occupation—Kim Il-sung achieved 
widespread elite and public support right before the war, which improved his nation’s will to 
fight and expectations of victory.9

During the Vietnam War, political factions and debates existed inside the North Viet-
namese Politburo, although these divisions were not as publicly apparent as were divisions in 
South Vietnam, which served as an advantage for the North. Initially, the Politburo contained 
a dogmatic and hawkish pro-Chinese camp, as well as a more moderate pro-Soviet camp; 
however, these categories evolved throughout the course of the war. But North Vietnamese 
officials demonstrated that a shared commitment to the objective of reunification trumped 
disagreements about the best courses of action to achieve it. The Politburo was also exceptional 
for its stability and lack of purges when compared with the historical record of other Commu-
nist regimes. This suggests a high level of internal cohesion despite the presence of competing 
views.10 Finally, there were strong internal disagreements over operational planning and speed 
of execution. Some leaders preferred a cautious, prolonged conflict and others were eager for a 
general offensive. Vietnam’s centuries-long history of perseverance in war played a major role 
in strengthening cohesion in the North, which was more traditionalist than South Vietnam. 
That shared commitment by elites gave elites and nonelites alike in North Vietnam a reason 
to continue fighting.

Popular Support or Acquiescence

Italy’s primary objective in WW I was to reclaim lost territory, which was a priority few Ital-
ian citizens supported. But despite their general sense of apathy for the cause, many Italians 
were still duty-bound to their country to fight if called upon.11 That sense of duty strengthened 
national will to fight, particularly in the early part of Italy’s involvement in WW I. 

In WW II Germany, the Nazi regime wanted to ensure that there would not be a repeat 
of 1918, when the German populace lost its will to fight. To guarantee a fight to the death, the 
regime relied on ideology, terror, and propaganda. German ideology created a dedicated base 
of supporters who believed in the Nazi cause regardless of the strategic circumstances. That 
strong support drove the people of Nazi Germany to make enormous sacrifices to continue 
fighting the Allies.

Popular support had a different role in the 1965 India-Pakistan War. This support had 
a minimal role in conflict initiation, but it made conflict termination more difficult. Popular 
support grew from historic enmity between India and Pakistan and was burnished by govern-
ment messaging efforts.12 Public pressure, overconfidence in Pakistani military capabilities, 
and an underestimation of Indian military capabilities bolstered Pakistan’s national will to 

9	 Stueck, 1997; Donald W. Boose and James I. Matray, eds., The Ashgate Research Companion to the Korean War, Farnham, 
UK: Routledge, 2014.
10	 See the discussion of the internal politics of the North Vietnamese Politburo in Douglas Pike, War, Peace and the Viet 
Cong, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1969, pp. 133–135.
11	 Mark Thompson, The White War: Life and Death on the Italian Front, 1915–1919, New York: Basic Books, 2010.
12	 Stephen Philip Cohen, The Idea of Pakistan, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2012., pp. 46–47, 103–104.
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fight.13 A similar interaction occurred in India.14 As a result, leaders in both nations feared 
looking weak and continued to fight regardless of any objective cost-benefit-risk analysis about 
what their country could gain from further war. 

Allies

During the Vietnam War, China and the Soviet Union were strong and committed allies for 
North Vietnam. Although neither provided combat troops, their provision of weapons, eco-
nomic aid, diplomatic support, and—in the case of China—troops to build infrastructure 
strengthened the confidence and thus will to fight of North Vietnamese leaders. This confi-
dence was further bolstered by increases in aid in the final years of the conflict, at the very time 
that U.S. aid to South Vietnam (and thus South Vietnamese will) declined dramatically. Chi-
nese support also deterred ground incursions into North Vietnamese territory, lest they trig-
ger China’s insertion of combat forces into the conflict. This support further bolstered North 
Vietnamese leaders’ will to fight because they felt more secure in their home base.

Pakistan initiated its war with India in 1965 based partly on the assumption that the 
United States would protect Pakistan and that its improved relations with China and the 
Soviet Union meant India would have little support from allies. However, Pakistan received 
little international support during the war, and substantial pressure from the United States, the 
Soviet Union, and the United Nations forced Pakistan to accept a ceasefire despite the desire of 
many Pakistani leaders and the public to continue fighting.15 The Pakistan case demonstrates 
that pressure from allies can overcome a country’s will to fight under the right conditions. 

Finally, Iraq had the advantage of international support during the Iran-Iraq War, which 
bolstered Iraq’s capabilities and will to fight. Iraq’s backers included the Soviet Union, most 
Arab countries (except Syria and Libya), most European powers, and the United States. To 
term these relationships as “alliances,” however, would be a stretch. Both the United States 
and the Soviet Union at times flirted with Iran. The Gulf Cooperation Council countries were 
wary of Saddam; their financial support was in the form of loans, not grants, which became a 
source of tension after the war. In contrast, Iran was mostly isolated, except for its alliance with 
Syria, a key outlier among major Arab countries, which mostly backed Iraq. Damascus cut off 
Iraq’s land route for oil exports in 1982 (when oil could not be exported through the Gulf), 
which led to an economic crisis during a difficult early stage in the war, as Iranian troops 
entered Iraqi territory and Saddam Hussein’s leadership came into question.16

Civil-Military Relations

In our first example, civil-military relations in the Soviet Union were tense during WW II, 
as a result of Stalin’s purges, but improved as Stalin and his military found a modus vivendi. 
After the Russian Revolution in 1917, the Soviet communist elites viewed standing militaries 
as a holdover of autocratic oppression. These elites wanted to form self-governed militias of 
urban workers that would train after their shifts in the factories. That goal changed during the 
Russian Civil War when elites realized the need for an organized Red Army. Further, Soviet 

13	 Bajwa, 2013, pp. 98–101. 
14	 Bajwa, 2013, p. 321. 
15	 Bajwa, 2013, pp. 305–306. 
16	 See Razoux, 2015; and R. K. Ramazani, Revolutionary Iran: Challenge and Response in the Middle East, Baltimore, Md.: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988, pp. 70–85.
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elites recognized the importance of the Red Army for preserving its fledgling state and repel-
ling the German invasion on its Western Front. As the Red Army gained importance in the 
Soviet Union out of necessity, some citizens began to view military service as a means for their 
own social mobility under Stalin’s reign of power.

Talmadge shows that in South Vietnam, government fears of a military coup signifi-
cantly impacted the ability to fight for many South Vietnamese army units during the Vietnam 
War. Some units that presented no threat of coup because of their location far from the capital 
(e.g., the 1st Division) were better trained, equipped, and empowered and thus demonstrated 
far greater combat proficiency and will to fight. Separately, the civilian government undercut 
the effectiveness of units closer to the capital that could potentially threaten the government, 
thus reducing the will to fight of those units.17 This dysfunctional civil-military relationship 
led to a government that was at times more concerned about the preservation of its own power 
than about victory in war and a military that was divided and constrained over coup concerns, 
all of which had significant effects on will to fight at both the operational and national levels.

During the Iran-Iraq War, civil-military relations had a significant effect on both will 
to fight and military performance. Saddam Hussein distrusted his military officers, as was the 
custom in Iraq, whose modern history had witnessed numerous military coups. Saddam him-
self was a civilian party leader, which amplified the distrust. The Ba’ath Party had politicized 
the Iraqi officer corps by appointing and promoting officers from Tikrit, Saddam’s hometown. 
The resulting command environment, while perhaps effective in thwarting potential military 
coups, made the military less combat-effective. By 1982, when Iran had seized Iraqi terri-
tory and Saddam faced a leadership crisis within the party, he began purging the worst com-
manders and professionalized the military. This process took some time but ultimately led to 
improvements in civil-military relations and decisionmaking, although the course of this war 
did not change until late in the conflict.18 

In Iran, the clerical leadership distrusted the armed forces, which were perceived as loyal 
to the Shah. Nevertheless, those units were still relatively competent and saw some successes 
early in the conflict. Over time, however, Iran’s leaders undercut the military. A paramil-
itary organization, the Pasdaran, later known as the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, 
worked separately from the military command structure. These units were fanatically loyal 
and showed extreme tactical will to fight, demonstrated through suicidal wave attacks, but had 
limited success on the battlefield. Ultimately, Iran failed to adopt practices that promoted mili-
tary competence over religious and political unity. Although civil-military relations improved 
out of necessity, the distrust, disjointed command structures, and failure to promote military 
competence hindered Iran’s military effectiveness.19

Economic Leverage

During the Vietnam War, the United States had the ability to destroy large segments of the 
North Vietnamese economy, particularly its manufacturing sector, through bombing. This 
leverage strengthened the confidence and thus will to fight of U.S. officials, who felt that the 
United States would devastate not only North Vietnam’s military but also its war-time econ-

17	 Talmadge, 2015, pp. 136–137.
18	 See Razoux, 2015; and Kenneth M. Pollack, Arabs at War: Military Effectiveness, 1948–1991, Lincoln, Neb.: University 
of Nebraska Press, 2002, Chapter 2.
19	 Talmadge, 2015, pp. 156–157.
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omy. But the threat (and later reality) of this frightful power did not translate into a reduction 
in North Vietnamese will to fight. The Soviet Union and China had economic leverage over 
the North Vietnamese economy through their extensive financial aid to both the military and 
civilian sectors and thus thought they could shape how North Vietnam fought. Yet North 
Vietnam proved determined to fight the war on its own terms, regardless of the economic 
leverage of its allies. In the same way, the United States had leverage over the South Vietnam-
ese government but had mixed results in influencing South Vietnamese will to fight. Thus, we 
see that while leverage (i.e., potential power) can strengthen will to fight, the results can vary 
when a nation tries to use that leverage to influence another government.

The weak economies of both countries during the 1965 India-Pakistan War made them 
susceptible to external pressure and limited their ability to produce what they needed to con-
tinue fighting. India and Pakistan had limited economic leverage over each other, but their 
allies had economic leverage over them. In particular, U.S. economic leverage over Pakistan 
weakened Pakistan’s will to fight, leading to its acceptance of a ceasefire.20

Military Capabilities

Italy rarely held the advantage of capabilities over Austria-Hungary during WW I, but Italian 
forces were able to inflict casualties on their Austro-Hungarian combatants over time. Italian 
capabilities were far lower than those of Austria-Hungary, which was bolstered by its alliance 
with Germany. Early in the war, Italy underestimated how important allied support would be 
but eventually learned to rely on its partners for capabilities and economic support. Thus, Italy’s 
will to fight improved when its capabilities were strengthened through the support of allies.21

In a second example, the Soviet military during WW II struggled with retaining the 
loyalty of its military leaders. That problem was partly a function of Stalin’s attempts to pro-
mote loyalty by purging some of his most-senior military leaders. Further, during the start 
of WW II, the Soviet Union was still in the process of a rearmament cycle to modernize its 
equipment. That cycle proved important as the war progressed. For the Soviet Union, the lack 
of military capabilities early in the war undermined the country’s national will to fight. Over 
time, however, the improvement of these capabilities improved the Soviets’ will to fight.

During the 1965 India-Pakistan War, the military advantage shifted back and forth as 
both sides demonstrated numerous tactical deficiencies. However, both publics expected a rela-
tively inexpensive and clear victory, which generated public pressure to fight until success was 
achieved. Generally, both sides lacked strong offensive capabilities and the ability to conduct 
combined arms warfare. Both sides made gains, but tactical ineptitude or political constraints 
prevented either side from achieving large, decisive gains.22 Overall, after accounting for differ-
ences in size, geographic limitations, and equipment, both sides had relatively similar capabili-
ties and a limited, uneven will to fight, which matched the limited gains that leaders on both 
sides sought to achieve. National will from both sides has continued to fuel conflict since the 
war ended and each returned to the status quo.23

20	 See, for example, Bajwa, 2013.
21	 Thompson, 2010.
22	 Bajwa, 2013, pp. 126–27, 158–59, 187–89, 213–17.
23	 See Bajwa, 2013; Thomas M. Leonard, Encyclopedia of the Developing World, New York: Taylor & Francis, 2006, p. 806; 
and Mahmud Ahmed, History of Indo-Pak War—1965, Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2006.
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Government Type

Several of our cases, including Italy and Austria-Hungary in WW I, had monarchies that 
worked closely with political elites and that tightly controlled government decisionmaking. 
We classified these governments as autocratic. They had relatively small selectorates defined 
by lineage and relation to aristocracy and nobility.24 Elites used tools of coercion, terror, or 
other forms of repression to maintain power instead of relying on wide popular support.25 
While all combatants ramped up military spending when the war started in 1914, autocratic 
governments (e.g., Italy and Austria-Hungary) did not increase their efforts to support their 
militaries, and thus strengthen national will, after 1915. Their expenditures plateaued as the 
war dragged on, whereas the democracies (e.g., France) continued to increase their military 
spending until victory was achieved.26

Nazi Germany under Hitler and the Soviet Union under Stalin are two examples of 
totalitarian regimes, and North Vietnam fell somewhere between autocratic and totalitarian. 
Using the terms of the selectorate theory, these regimes were ruled by a relatively small win-
ning coalition that was drawn from a large selectorate. The large set of people with a poten-
tial say in choosing the government is a defining feature of totalitarian regimes.27 It means 
that many members of the selectorate are candidates for entry in the winning coalition, but 
only a very small subset will actually make it there. Once in the winning coalition, members 
of the elite get a share of valuable private goods that the leader dispenses, but these members 
remain easily replaceable because there are many candidates willing to take their place. These 
characteristics make totalitarian regimes more survivable because elites tend to be loyal to the 
leader. Thus, the totalitarian regimes strengthened German and Soviet will to fight in WW II 
because they could more easily manipulate popular support or acquiescence, as well as govern-
ment and elite cohesion, though their political systems and their ability to indoctrinate and 
coerce their populations.28

South Vietnam wavered between democratic and autocratic forms of government during 
the Vietnam War, creating chaos and uncertainty among both the selectorates and winning 
coalitions. Uncertainty about the government’s competence, reliability, and long-term strategy 
weakened cohesion within the government, reduced the military’s confidence and commit-
ment, and reduced popular willingness to make sacrifices to the cause, all of which seemed to 
have weakened will to fight based on our reading of the case.

Anthony King, a professor of war studies in Warwick University’s Department of Politics 
and International Studies, characterized “the authoritarian divide” as an important element 

24	 Thompson, 2010.
25	 Watson, 2014, p. 8.
26	 Bueno de Mesquita and Smith, 2011, Chapter 9.
27	 In their book on the logic of political survival, Bueno de Mesquita and colleagues argue that, 

while keeping the reigns of real power in the hands of a small group, the Bolsheviks pursued an innovation that made their 
government different structurally from the Romanov monarchy. They produced one of the history’s first universal adult 
suffrage voting systems when they held an election in December 1917. . . . Of the 41.6 million votes cast, the Bolsheviks 
received about 25 percent. . . . The set of people with an ostensible say in choosing government had been tiny during the 
Romanov dynasty. Under the Bolshevik system, it was very large indeed. (Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2005, p. 6)

28	 Reese, 2011, p. 104; and Roger R. Reese, “Motivations to Serve: The Soviet Soldier in the Second World War,” Journal 
of Slavic Military Studies, Vol. 20, No. 2, 2007, p. 273.
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of understanding a nation’s will to fight because states with less-democratic governments have 
more mechanisms at their disposal to compel their forces to fight: 

Historically, authoritarian states are more likely to have mass, conscripted forces. They 
also tend to have been less wealthy. They may lack of economic resources for training, 
and, often in consequence, the use of corporal and capital punishment for troops has been 
very high, which is offensive to liberal sensibilities. However, the idea that coercion cannot 
motivate is questionable. If you look at either the [Soviet Union] or Germany in WW II, it 
seems to me that their extreme corporal regimes had an effect on the will of their soldiers 
to fight. If you know you’re going to get shot if you don’t fight, it is likely to focus the mind 
somewhat.29

This insight is largely explained by the fact that autocracies and totalitarian regimes 
are more focused on rewarding their key supporters30 and tend to disregard the foot soldiers 
because they are not important for the political survival of the leader. These regimes spend 
relatively little on training and protection and compensate by increasing their reliance on ide-
ology and coercion. 

National Identity

During WW I, the elites in French society set aside their differences to rally in support of the 
government and their homeland. A defensive nationalism helped assuage previous cleavages. 
United, rival factions decided to create a first-class military organization with strong internal 
bonds. Civilian and military leaders shielded the armed forces from societal cleavages that 
could sap the will to fight. These efforts created a French Army that proved capable of recov-
ering from the early defeats of 1914 and enduing a war of attrition with Germany, despite dif-
ficulties that included a strike by French units in spring 1917. Even though France’s pre-war 
“national revival” might not have resolved all of the country’s political and military problems, 
it helped create a national will to fight capable of surviving the challenge of the Great War.

In WW II, the Soviet Union leveraged two forms of nationalism to increase the gen-
eral public’s national will to fight. The first was Soviet nationalism, which was rooted in the 
idea that communism was superior to capitalism or fascism. Soviet nationalism was popu-
lar among the working class in urban centers of Russia. This ideal framed WW II as a 
dichotomy in which Soviet victory overlapped with modernity of communism while defeat 
would result in the anachronism of capitalism. The second form was Russian nationalism, 
which was based on the ethnic and religious identities that were held by native Russians. 
The atrocities by Nazi Germany during and after Operation Barbarossa bolstered a sense of 
defending rodina, the “Russian motherland.” Stalin leveraged this sense of Russian identity 
to increase the national will to fight, especially as Soviet nationalism proved less effective 
over time. Specifically, Nazi atrocities activated a sense of Russian identity in the public that 
generated a sense of “us” (i.e., Russians) versus “them” (i.e., Germans). Stalin leveraged this 
type of nationalism in propaganda that gave his people a purpose for fighting the Nazis, thus 
strengthening will to fight.

29	 Anthony King, telephone interview with the authors, August 29, 2017.
30	 For example, for their loyalty, members of the Communist Party in the Soviet Union were rewarded with access to better 
housing, paid vacations, and special stores that sold goods not available to common citizens. See Hedrick Smith, The Rus-
sians, New York: Times Books, 1982. 
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Prior to the start of the Second Chechen War, the Russian people were fearful of ter-
rorism, largely because of a series of apartment bombings in Moscow and Dagestan.31 Russian 
state media leveraged this fear by appealing to the public’s sense of nationalism. The Second 
Chechen War became a battle over defending the Russian motherland from terror. State and 
private media bolstered this message by censoring coverage of the war to highlight victories of 
Russian forces and minimize their defeats in combat.32 This reframing also generated a sense 
that war with Chechnya was necessary to defend Russia from external threats.

Economic Resilience

During WW I, Italy had a weak domestic manufacturing capability that was almost exclu-
sively concentrated in a few hundred square kilometers in northwestern Italy, around Milan, 
Turin, and Genoa.33 The war reinforced the north-south gap in Italy: Many northern men of 
military age were assigned to the more technical and safer corps of artillery and engineers or 
were exempted from service altogether in order to engage in essential manufacturing for war. 
Southern peasants, on the other hand, were usually assigned to infantry regiments and sent to 
fight without a clear understanding of why.34 Unequal sharing of the war burden had a nega-
tive influence on Italian troops’ cohesion and will to fight. Italy also lacked raw materials and 
coal, requiring exports from its allies to supplement its stocks. To finance imports, Italy bor-
rowed from the Bank of England and later from the U.S. market. Reliance on external finance 
reflected dependence on foreign raw materials, as well as an understanding by the government 
that standards of living could not be strained without breaking the political equilibrium that 
was necessary for continuing military operations.35 

To maintain the support of the winning coalition, the Italian government was able to 
finance only a small share of war expenditures (16 percent) through increased taxation.36 Italy 
thus accumulated a public debt of 119 percent of GDP by the end of the war, a quarter of it 
owed to foreigners. As a result, the Italian lira lost more than 40 percent of its value relative 
to the British pound over the course of the war. These economic weaknesses and dependen-
cies undermined public confidence and government cohesion, thus weakening national will to 
fight. Another consequence of Italy’s economic weakness is that the government had to rely 
on inflation (rather than taxation) to pay for military and industrial procurement. Channeling 
funds to a small number of industrialists weakened social cohesion because there was wide-
spread resentment against government officials, generals, and industrialists, who were believed 

31	 John B. Dunlop, The Moscow Bombings of September 1999: Examinations of Russian Terrorist Attacks at the Onset of Vladi-
mir Putin’s Rule, Stuttgart, Germany: Ibidem, 2014.
32	 Emil Pain, “The Second Chechen War: The Information Component,” Military Review, Vol. 80, No. 4, August 2000, 
p. 59; and Laura Belin, “Russian Media Policy in the First and Second Chechen Campaigns,” Journal of Slavic Military 
Studies, Vol. 13, No. 4, 2000, p. 58.
33	 Francisco L. Galassi and Mark Harrison, “Italy at War, 1915–1918,” in Stephen Broadberry and Mark Harrison, eds., 
The Economics of World War I, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2005.
34	 Martin Clark, Modern Italy, 1871–1995, Vol. 7, New York: Prentice Hall, 1996.
35	 Stephen Broadberry and Mark Harrison, eds., The Economics of World War I, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005.
36	 Great Britain, for example, financed 50 percent of its war expenditures through taxation.



38    National Will to Fight: Why Some States Keep Fighting and Others Don’t—Appendixes

to be gaining significant private benefits from war. This led to strikes, rioting, political polar-
ization, and mutinies, all of which further weakened will to fight.37 

Both India and Pakistan lacked economic resilience, which weakened each country’s 
will to fight in 1965, despite strong public pressures. Pakistan’s economy was stronger, but it 
was smaller and highly dependent on the United States and other countries and had limited 
capacity to produce arms.38 India had a weak economy, but it had more indigenous capacity 
and received assistance from both the United States and the Soviet Union.39 Even though the 
war was short, Pakistan suffered from severe ammunition shortages, which helped persuade its 
leaders to agree to a ceasefire.40 India’s leaders also believed they were running low on muni-
tions based on an inaccurate report from the Army chief; in reality, only 14 percent of frontline 
ammunition was fired.41 

Finally, the Russian economy was fragile and lacked resilience during the First Chechen 
War. At the start of the conflict, then-President Boris Yeltsin hoped to rally support for the 
Russian government through a quick, easy war, but poverty at home and lack of perceived 
high stakes in Chechnya weakened national will.42 In the Second Chechen War, by contrast, 
President Putin took advantage of increased antipathy to the Chechens and growing resilience 
in the economy to build support for war.43 Although both Putin and Yeltsin had hoped to rally 
support through war in Chechnya, Putin was able to take advantage of a shifting economic 
context to see it through. 

Conflict Duration

WW I lasted four years for the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and Germany fought in WW II 
for six years. The Vietnam War was one of the longest wars in our sample, lasting 20 years. In 
addition, the First Chechen War occurred from 1994 to 1996, and the Second Chechen War 
occurred from 1999 to 2000. While the effect of conflict duration on national will to fight 
varied considerably in our cases, we found that, in general, conflict duration had the capacity 
to affect expectations of victory and lead to war weariness, which could weaken will to fight—
for example, in Germany and Italy during WW I and South Vietnam during the Vietnam 
War. In some cases, however, such as North Vietnam, expectations of victory remained high 
despite a long conflict duration, which shaped a nation’s willingness to sustain casualties and 
economic loss over time. 

Engagement

During WW I, Italy realized that external support was critical to its ability to sustain the 
fight, which ultimately increased Italians’ appreciation for the importance of engagement with 
allies. Italy could not fend off the Central Powers alone. In a similar way, France concluded 

37	 Broadberry and Harrison, 2005.
38	 Bajwa, 2013, p. 235.
39	 Bajwa, 2013. pp. 40–43.
40	 Bajwa, 2013, p. 385. 
41	 Rohan Joshi, “How India Beat Pakistan 50 Years Ago,” blog, Indian Strategic Studies, September 24, 2015.
42	 John B. Dunlop, Russia Confronts Chechnya: Roots of a Separatist Conflict, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1998, p. 223.
43	 Michael McFaul, “Putin in Power,” Current History, Vol. 99, No. 639, October 2000, p. 307.
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decades before WW I that it would not fare well in a war with Germany. The Franco-Prussian 
War of 1870–1871 had taught the French a painful lesson. After that, France relied on pre-war 
planning and coordination with the United Kingdom and the Russian Empire.44 Famously, 
the poorly executed Russian invasion of East Prussia in the summer of 1914 likely contributed 
to the French victory at the Battle of the Marne, putting pressure on Germany at a critical 
moment in the war.45

Likewise, Austria-Hungary recognized long before preparations for war began that its 
forces would be ineffective without a strong partner, and it thus forged a military alliance with 
Germany. The government worried about fighting the Russian colossus without its powerful 
German ally. Similarly, Germany needed Austria to fend off the coalition aligned against the 
Central Powers, despite German concerns about the military effectiveness of the Habsburg 
armed forces. Recent historical work suggests that this alliance benefited both powers, espe-
cially their military-to-military contacts and coordination before hostilities.46 Even though the 
German–Austro-Hungarian partnership was fraught with mistrust, competing priorities, and 
poor communication, the partners still managed to combine forces in decisive ways on many 
fronts, including the Italian campaign. Consequently, these alliances strengthened each gov-
ernment’s will to fight.

During WW II, the Soviet Union shifted its alliances. In the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact 
in 1939, the Soviets forged a guarantee of nonbelligerence with Nazi Germany. In 1941, Ger-
many ended this pact by invading the Soviet Union. This caused the Soviets to shift their 
alliance by forging relations with the United States and United Kingdom. After pushing the 
Germans back to Berlin, the Soviet Union continued to support its allies to defeat Nazi Ger-
many. Similar to what we found in our WW I case study with Austria-Hungary, the Soviet 
alliances were a necessary source of support for their forces to sustain fighting after repelling 
Nazi Germany back to Eastern Europe. 

Both the North and South Vietnamese maintained strong diplomatic relations with 
countries that were willing to support their military efforts. The North Vietnamese relied on 
China and the Soviet Union for weapons, economic aid, and diplomatic support to maintain 
the fight. The South Vietnamese relied on diplomatic relations with the United States and its 
allies (e.g., Republic of China, South Korea, Australia) to maintain a similar source of sup-
port during the Vietnam War. In this case, effective engagement provided both the North and 
South Vietnamese with resources that allowed them to keep fighting. These resources seem to 
have shaped the expectations that fighting was a worthwhile endeavor despite losses.

Indoctrination and Messaging

Indoctrination played an important role in France’s will to fight in WW I. France’s defeat 
at the hands of German forces during the Franco-Prussian War left a searing impression on 
French policymakers. Accordingly, the new French Republic worked hard to create a strong 
sense of French patriotism. The first step in this program was crafting a national identity that 

44	 On allied pre-war preparations, see David G. Herrmann, The Arming of Europe and the Making of the First World War, 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1996.
45	 Norman Stone, The Eastern Front: 1914–1917, London: Penguin, 1975, pp. 44–69.
46	 See Watson, 2014, especially pp. 277–329. Watson describes the concerns that German officers harbored about Austro-
Hungarian effectiveness after watching pre-war exercises. 
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trumped local identities.47 In summer 1914, the government and military leaders rallied a 
divided France by calling on this latent sense of patriotism.48 Marshal Philippe Pétain would 
stiffen the resolve of the French Army after the mutinies of 1917 with a careful combination of 
promises of reform and appeals to patriotism.49

Armed with a more extreme message, Nazi Germany relied on ideology to motivate its 
armed forces and civilian population to fight even when defeat was imminent, forcing the 
Allies to use crushing material superiority to destroy the Wehrmacht forces and occupy the 
country. Hitler’s political message combined old German desires for territorial expansion and 
nationalism with a racist discourse demonizing enemies, both foreign and domestic. By domi-
nating civil society and domestic institutions, Hitler could indoctrinate an entire generation 
of soldiers, motivated to fight and capable of pressuring the less zealous to do the same.50 Nazi 
ideology created a highly determined nation that committed countless atrocities, especially in 
Eastern Europe.51

During WW II, the Soviet Union used indoctrination to bolster domestic support for 
the war. Before Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union, both states signed the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact in 1939. Stalin’s government portrayed Nazi Germany as an ally to his people 
after signing this agreement. When Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union in 1941, Stalin 
had to reframe his domestic propaganda to portray the Nazis at enemies to ensure strong will 
to fight. While some (namely, the commissars) were motivated by Soviet ideology, the Sovi-
ets used indoctrination to stoke Russian nationalism, coerce the population, and highlight 
German brutality.52 Thus, we see that indoctrination shaped multiple sources of support. Spe-
cifically, to coerce their people to fight, the Soviets activated the salience of Russian national-
ism and the salience of hatred based on stories of German brutality. 

During the Korean War, North Korea’s indoctrination and social control were more suc-
cessful than South Korea’s. Effectively executing communist doctrine, North Korea indoctri-
nated its entire society, incorporated political officers into the military, and extended indoctri-
nation activities in occupied territories. However, the brutality and violence of those activities 
ultimately decreased public support in occupied territories and stimulated South Korea’s will 
to fight. Again, we see that indoctrination helped the North Koreans frame the reasons for 
fighting within their country. However, because of the brutality experienced by those in South 
Korea, the North’s attempt to communicate these reasons in the South (i.e., messaging) was 
less effective.53

Similar to North Korea, North Vietnam’s use of indoctrination and messaging was 
important to its war strategy. Following classic communist doctrine, the North worked to 
indoctrinate its entire society and incorporated political officers into several layers across the 

47	 Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France, 1870–1914, Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 1976.
48	 Strachan, 2000, pp. 129–130.
49	 Jean-Jacques Becker, The Great War and the French People, Oxford, UK: Berg, 1983, pp. 324–325.
50	 Omer Bartov, Hitler’s Army: Soldiers, Nazis, and War in the Third Reich, Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1992.
51	 Michael Burleigh, The Third Reich: A New History, New York: Hill and Wang, 2000.
52	 Reese, 2011; Castillo, 2014, pp. 141–163.
53	 Allan R. Millett, The War for Korea, 1950–1951: They Came from the North, Lawrence, Kan.: University Press of Kansas, 
2010.
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military. The role of North Vietnamese soldiers was viewed as being inherently political. They 
were trained to be loyal and dedicated to the communist cause, but a key element of their 
training included preparation to act as effective propaganda agents.54 Several approaches were 
used to sustain soldiers’ will to fight. An indoctrination and internalization strategy was devel-
oped in which the cadre was responsible for educating, training and transmitting party goals 
to soldiers. The three-man cell, or “primary group,” was designed as both a support system and 
a method of surveillance to guard against desertion and defection. It sought to solidify ideo-
logical commitment and promote a spirit of solidarity.55 Rural Vietnamese were indoctrinated 
by “agit-prop” (agitation-propaganda) teams whose roles were to explain party values and goals 
simply enough to villagers in order to leverage the masses as a propaganda force and organiza-
tional weapon.56 The North Vietnamese used some of these same techniques in their messag-
ing efforts to weaken will to fight in South Vietnam. Military indoctrination and messaging 
efforts to strengthen will to fight suffered from some weaknesses but, on the whole, were more 
extensive, intensive, and successful than efforts by South Vietnam.57

In 1965, Pakistan falsely reported military successes and used propaganda to great effect 
to improve public support for the India-Pakistan War. Pakistan’s control over the media 
ensured that battlefield losses received little attention and that inconclusive battles became 
resounding successes. However, the false narratives that Pakistan created led to disbelief and 
public outrage when Pakistan agreed to a ceasefire and peace treaty that re-established the 
pre-war boundaries. The inability to meet unrealistic public expectations contributed to the 
Pakistani president’s declining power and eventual downfall.58 Thus, we found that failure of 
indoctrination may backfire and undermine national will to fight within a country.

Economic Pressure

Italy, despite its economic weakness in WW I, inflicted economic pressure on the Austro-
Hungarian Empire by blocking exports early in the war. This cut off important food supplies 
for Austria-Hungary, which weakened the government politically because it had assured the 
population that everyone would have enough food throughout the war. Domestic food short-
ages created instability in Austria-Hungary, which eroded popular support for the war and 
thus weakened will to fight.59 Of course, as with many of our other cases, there were other vari-
ables that were simultaneously strengthening and weakening Austria-Hungary’s will to fight. 

Because neither India nor Pakistan was economically self-sufficient, both were suscep-
tible to economic pressures from the Soviet Union, China, and the United States. These pres-
sures influenced the warring nations’ decisions to cease fighting despite domestic pressures to 
continue. Moreover, Pakistan lacked the industrial capability to produce the military equip-

54	 George K. Tanham, Communist Revolutionary Warfare: From the Vietminh to the Viet Cong, Westport, Conn.: Praeger 
Security International, 2006, pp. 33, 77.
55	 William Daryl Henderson, Why the Vietcong Fought: A Study of Motivation and Control in Modern Army Combat, West-
port, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1979, pp. 40–47.
56	 Pike, 1969, pp. 120–122.
57	 Military indoctrination by the North has been criticized for being obtuse, excessively formal, and irrelevant to many 
audiences. See Pike, 1969, p. 122.
58	 Bajwa, 2013, p. 363. 
59	 Watson, 2014, pp. 346–359.
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ment and munitions necessary to continue fighting; thus, it was particularly vulnerable to 
economic pressures.60

Casualties 

There was enormous variation in casualty rates among our cases. For example, the Vietnam 
War lasted from 1955 until 1975, and some estimate that the total number of battle deaths was 
2,097,705.61 The Korean War occurred from 1950 until 1953, resulting in 1,254,811 casualties. 
In comparison, the Iran-Iraq War lasted from 1980 until 1988 and resulted in an estimated 
644,500 battle deaths.62 During the Vietnam War, high casualty rates weakened resolve in 
some quarters of the South Vietnamese and U.S. governments, while the North Vietnamese 
government showed almost unimaginable resolve in the face of casualties. The effect of casu-
alty infliction on national will to fight varied considerably in our other cases as well. We found 
that, in some cases—for example, the Soviet Union in WW II—heavy casualties strengthened 
the perception that stakes of the conflict were existential. In other cases—for example, North 
and South Korea and several participants in WW I—heavy casualties combined with other 
variables to lead the parties to the negotiating table.
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