INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

* Defensive realists such as Kenneth

Waltz argue that it is disruption of the
balance of power which states try and
preserve that leads to miscalculation
and subsequent war. Offensive realists
like John Mearsheimer argue instead
that it is the competition to maximise
relative power that leads to conflict
escalation between rival states.

The Beholders of Time: Is the Duration
of Interstate Conflict Subject to State
Reputations?

Carl Lawrence

Why do some wars between states last longer than others? Most scholarship to date has paid attention to
material factors such as shifts in ‘relative power' between a pair of states at war with each other for aggravating
the duration and destructiveness of conflict. This article re-evaluates the puzzle of war by using a subjective,
immaterial variable—'reputation'—in a quantitative study that seeks to further explain war's longevity. Specifically,
| combine the logic of commitment problems with a theory of ‘reputation’. ‘Reputation’, as it is understood in this
article, refers to the subjective knowledge about a state that is informed by the observation of its past behaviour
towards third-party states. Building on this understanding, | introduce two mechanisms through which | expect
reputations for aggressive behaviour will lead towards longer wars. Subsequently, | test my hypotheses using an
event-history analysis, or a Cox proportional-hazard model, with a large-n dataset built from two extant studies,
one on conflict duration, and the other on reputations. My most significant finding is that the reputation of the
initiator of a war as an aggressor does affect the duration of interstate conflict, but surprisingly a reputation for
aggression leads to shorter, not longer, wars. Finally, | discuss potential explanations for why the results confound
my expectations, before introducing avenues for future research that can help further our understanding of
reputations and their relationship with state behaviour.

INTRODUCTION
Why do some wars between states last longer than
others? Most scholarship to date, particularly in the
realist schools of international relations theory, has paid
attention to material factors such as shifts in ‘relative
power’ between a warring-dyad; that is, a pair of states
at war with each other, for aggravating the duration and
destructiveness of conflict (Mearsheimer 2001; Waltz
1979).' One of the most complete explanations that
appears in the literature that draws on shifts in relative
capabilities are ‘dispositional commitment problems’
(Weisiger 2013). Put simply, dispositional commitment
problems expect that a war between two states following
a shift in relative capabilities will become especially long
and destructive if one of the states develops a perception
of their adversary as ‘dispositionally” aggressive or evil
and so needs to be eliminated entirely for the war to end.

In this article, I introduce a novel assessment of
commitment problems and the study of conflict duration
by combining it with recent scholarship in the field of
‘reputation theory’ (Jervis, Yarhi-Milo & Casler 2021;
Crescenzi 2007; 2018). ‘Reputation, as it is understood
in this article, refers to the subjective knowledge about
a state that is informed by the observation of its past
behaviour towards third-party states. My focus is on
reputations for aggressive behaviour. Some scholars
suggest a reputation for ‘resolve;, i.e., the willingness
to fight over issues, functions as a military deterrent
(Schelling 1966). Others suggest the opposite—that
it frequently leads to the escalation of crisis into war
(Crescenzi 2007; 2018). Following this, I expect that
reputations for aggressive behaviour will contribute
towards the dispositional commitment problems that
lead to the longest and most destructive wars. My most
significant finding is that the reputation of the initiator
of a war does affect the duration of interstate conflict,
but surprisingly a reputation for aggression leads to
shorter wars, not longer.

The article follows in four parts. In the first section,
I review the literature on commitment problems and

conflict duration to outline why I expect ‘reputations’
to be a variable of significance to be researched in this
field. In the second section, I propose a theoretical
framework to guide my expectations, introducing two
possible mechanisms through which ‘reputations’ can
lead to longer wars. In the third and fourth sections, I
describe my research design and results, introducing a
quantitative method for studying reputation’s effect on
conflict duration. In the Discussion and Conclusion, I
summarise my findings and describe future research
that could be done in this area to help better understand
my results.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The duration of interstate conflict is not duration
dependent. By this it is meant that ‘such variables other
than the duration of war itself perpetuate the conflict’
(Bennett & Stam 1996, p. 239). Literature on conflict
duration has empirically established multiple causes of
longer and shorter wars. Why, then, introduce another
study into the field which focuses on ‘reputations’? AsI
expand on in the theoretical framework section of this
article, reputations are considered in this study to be a
subjective type of information about a state informed
by the observation of its past behaviour towards
third-party states (Crescenzi 2007; Jervis, Yarhi-Milo
& Casler 2021). Within this literature review, I infer
that this missing factor—past behaviour towards third
parties—should in fact matter but remains overlooked.
The following section of the article is in two sections.
The first explores the literature on commitment
problems, a logic of war that results in longer and more
destructive conflicts caused by mutual distrust over
the future intentions of states experiencing a shift in
relative power. The second section explores the literature
on third-party interventions, past direct interactions
between warring states, and their respective effects on
conflict duration. In these two discussions, I identify
that studying the relationship between ‘reputations’ and
interstate conflict duration will first bring insights into
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whether beliefs about adversaries are formed in conflict
or through observation of past behaviour, and second
whether there are limitations to the interdependence of
interstate conflict duration with external and historical
events.

THE ORIGIN OF PERCEPTION

I argue that if reputations are important in the study
of conflict duration, it is because the perceptions states
have of each other are informed by their observed past
behaviour. In this section, I explore the bargaining model
of war (Fearon 1995), which conceptualises interstate
conflicts as a negotiation process to resolve disputes
that otherwise could not be settled through peaceful
bargaining. I then introduce a study on commitment
problems, an explanation of war that sees mutual
distrust between states as a barrier to dispute resolu-
tion. After, I explain the escalating effect of dispositional
commitment problems, in which the perception of an
adversary as ‘dispositionally’ untrustworthy or evil by
its negotiating partner prohibits the termination of
conflict under any condition other than an absolute
surrender or actor elimination (Weisiger 2013). Current
explanations of dispositional commitment problems
expect that the perception of an adversary’s war-loving
or evil disposition forms through fighting (ibid., pp.
25-33). I resurface a question of whether the formation
of this perception can be attributed to the observed past
behaviour of a belligerent towards third-party states
(Fearon 1994).2

The bargaining model of war offers a ‘rationalist
explanation’ for why some interstate wars are longer
than others (Reiter 2003). In this framing, war is seen
as a negotiation process, that is a means of contesting
an ‘object of dispute; be it a resource, power, or status.
It originates in the work of Prussian political theorist
Carl von Clausewitz, who claimed war to be ‘the contin-
uation of policy with other means’ (1984/1832, p. 87).
In his conception, war serves as a tool of last resort,
in instances when diplomacy alone cannot settle the
interests of political actors. Similarly, James Fearon
argues that states fight wars because they think the gains
of war as a negotiation strategy will be more benefi-
cial than the costs of a pre-war concession, stating that
leaders ‘find that the expected benefits of war sometimes
outweigh the expected costs, however unfortunate this
may be’ (1995, p. 380).

Fearon presents three ‘types’ of disagreement in a
negotiation that will prevent a settlement from being
achieved through conventional means (Fearon 1995,
p. 381). First, two states may not reach a settlement
because they do not agree on the extent of their own
and their respective other’s military capabilities and
willingness to fight, either because of deception or
information disparities (Fearon 1995, p. 381). Second,
if the object of dispute is considered by both parties
as ‘indivisible’ because neither are willing to share or
divide it, then reaching a negotiated settlement without
conflict becomes much harder (Fearon 1995, p. 382).
Finally, two states may not be able to reach a pre-war
settlement because neither state can feel assured that
the other will uphold such an agreement owing to
‘incentives to renege on the terms), this being what is
termed a ‘commitment problem’ (Fearon 1995, p. 381). It
is a powerful cause of war, in which one, or both, state(s)

expect that their adversary will behave aggressively or
offensively in the future simply because there is no way
of guaranteeing that they will not.

Alex Weisiger (2013) argues that wars driven by commit-
ment problems are more likely to become ‘unlimited.
By ‘unlimited, Weisiger refers to those wars which are
unusually long in duration and destructive in material,
human and political costs. He writes that wars driven
by ‘the commitment problem mechanism;, unlike other
types of wars, lack ‘an internal logic that guarantees that
opponents will reach a negotiated settlement after some
period of fighting” (Weisiger 2013, p. 11). Wars driven by
commitment problems are difficult to resolve because
the dispute is defined by mistrust of the opposition,
which is not easily assuaged through fighting. He then
differentiates commitment problems into two distinct
mechanisms described as situational and dispositional
(Weisiger 2013, pp. 11-34).

The situational commitment problem, also referred
to as the ‘preventive war mechanism’, suggests that some
wars will emerge because of shifts in relative power
between two states and the fear that the state in decline
experiences (Weisiger 2013, pp. 16—19; Copeland 2000).
Weisiger presents the following logic explaining how
this leads to war: leaders who anticipate relative decline
must decide how to respond, often without knowing for
sure what the rising power intends to do once stronger’
(Weisiger 2013, p. 18). A state experiencing relative
decline sees its future position becoming increas-
ingly insecure. As it becomes relatively weaker, it also
becomes less able to effectively deter future aggressions
and coercion. The declining power might, therefore,
insist that the rising power make a guarantee to leave
it alone in the future by offering its own pacification in
the present moment. Such a deal may logically appear
‘preferable on each side to the expected utility of going
to war’ (Weisiger 2013, p. 18). However, with no overar-
ching guarantor of such commitments in an anarchic
international system, there is no credibility to such an
agreement (see Waltz 1979). Weisiger even suggests ‘it
may well be stupid’ for the rising power to accept such
a deal or commitment (Weisiger 2013, pp. 18—19).

From this, the power experiencing a relative decline
is expected to try to prevent the rising power from
achieving material preponderance in the future whilst
it has the capabilities to do so. Weisiger concludes that
‘[i]n this context, forcibly imposing a significant defeat
on one’s opponent holds out the potential to resolve the
entire problem in one quick move’ (Weisiger 2013, p.
19). The situational commitment problem can explain
what motivates fighting between states experienc-
ing relative shifts in power. Following the bargaining
model of war, we should expect that for this type of
conflict to terminate, the distribution of relative power
needs to become redistributed in such a way to bring
credibility of commitment to any negotiated settlement.
This would be achieved when the damage incurred
by warfare renders continued fighting too costly for
either one or both states involved, which may, and often
does, take a significant amount of time and military
expenditure.

The second logic Weisiger describes is the disposi-
tional commitment problem. It is triggered when a leader
comes to believe ‘that the opponent is by nature (i.e.,
dispositionally) committed to aggression (Weisiger

2 Fearon (1904) explicitly argues that

only information in the conflict and the
crisis remains relevant to the bargain-
ing process.
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3 Deutsch (1954) makes a case that

states and conflicts are interdepend-
ent, yet research methodology has
simply not been advanced enough to
explore this.

4 Sjversonand Starr (1991) described
what they call 'diffusion’ or ‘contagion’
of conflicts. When conflicts and wars
occur, they draw in other states and
actors who find their own interests
relevant to the outcome and process
of the war itself.

5 Sshirkey (2012); also Regan and

Stam (2012) show similar findings on
the effect of international mediation
efforts.

2013, p. 29.; emphasis mine). This scenario starts with
a ‘declining power’ launching ‘an aggressive preven-
tive war, based on a belief that its rising opponent
will impose painful concessions on it once its rise
is complete’ (Weisiger 2013, p. 26). However, if ‘the
rising power lacks the intentions that the declining
power ascribes to it” it will fail ‘to appreciate the true
motivation behind the declining power’s aggressive war’
(Weisiger 2013, p. 26). This misunderstanding of the
declining power’s future fears then leads to a perception
that it is dispositionally evil, aggressive, or war-loving in
the eyes of the opponent.

Weisiger argues that the information which inspires
this perception is generated during the process of
conflict. He writes ‘[i]n wars driven by a preventive
motivation, the initiator tends to have particularly high
war aims and is willing to adhere to these aims even in
the face of initial military defeats’ (Weisiger 2013, p. 31).
This matters to the target of such a declaration because if
the initiator’s demands remain so high that they do not
rationally correspond to the reality of ‘military develop-
ments’ then this becomes ‘compatible with a view of the
opponent as a war lover’ (Weisiger 2013, p. 31).

Put simply, if a state experiences military setback
after launching a preventive war, and then continues
to make demands from the target of war which exceed
what now seems reasonable in the military context, the
target will assume that the initiator is simply a war-lover,
i.e., that it is dispositionally aggressive (see Reiter 2009).
As aresult, the target of war limits what it considers an
acceptable outcome to ‘the reformation or removal of
the offending actors on the opposing side, be they an
individual leader, a broader government, or even the
entire society of the opposing country’ (Weisiger 2013,
p- 26) . Thus, these conflicts tend towards being fought
to the bitter end, rather than achieving a preferable
power parity that can enable a negotiated settlement. In
this process, conflicts that are driven by the dispositional
commitment problem result in ‘the most destructive
interstate wars’ as they become the most difficult to
resolve (Weisiger 2013, p. 26).

Weisiger’s argument is that the perception of
one’s opposition as ‘dispositionally evil’ emerges from
information updating through conflict. However, what
has not been explored concretely is whether information
derived from an adversary’s past behaviour with other
states also affects these perceptions and in turn drives
the cost threshold that a state is willing to commit to
achieve an absolute military victory (Fearon 1994). It
is this mechanism that I seek to further understand in
this article by exploring reputation’s effect on conflict
duration.

THE INTERDEPENDENCE OF INTERSTATE
CONFLICT

I argue that reputations should affect the duration
of interstate conflicts because I expect that the past
behaviour of belligerents towards third-party states
is interdependent with the decisions made by states
and leaders at war.’ In my assessment of the broader
literature on conflict duration, I infer this expecta-
tion by identifying the relevance of variables which
intersect on the two dimensions that reputations lie: first
in ‘external factors’ specifically relating to third-party
states; and second in ‘historical factors, relating to
variables that have significance in the present despite

occurring prior to the conflict’s onset. Through this,
I observe that interstate conflict duration is shown to
be interdependent with direct internal, external, and
historical, interactions. By internal, I refer to interac-
tions that describe or are caused solely by the main
warring parties. By external, I refer to interactions that
are governed by external entities, such as intervening
third-party states. By historical, I refer to interactions
that emerge from the past, such as the development
of economic interdependence. The observation of the
external and historical interdependence of interstate
conflict drives a second question of my research: is the
interdependence of a warring dyad limited to direct
interactions between belligerents, or is it also subject
to indirect interactions, consistent with its historical
and external dependencies?

The earliest studies of conflict duration paid attention
to characteristics of the two main parties involved in
the conflict (Bennett & Stam 1996). Variables shown
to affect conflict duration include, as examples, the
geographical terrain between the two countries; political
features such as the warring parties” political regimes;
or, as rationalist theories expect, the relative balance
of material power (Bennett & Stam 1996). All of these
have been empirically tested to show that they affect
the amount of time two states will continue to fight
if engaged in a war (Bennett and Stam 1996; Fearon
1995; Weisiger 2013). I describe these as ‘internal level’
interactions: variables that affect conflict duration,
but describe only the warring pair of states together
or individually. We also can identify direct external
and historical interactions affecting conflict duration,
from which I infer conflict’s external and historical
interdependence.

Starting with external interactions, third parties
are already known to affect the duration of inter-state
conflict. Conflicts rarely, if ever, exist in isolation,* and
it has been empirically shown that third-party interven-
tions do affect duration, usually by prolongation.
Upsetting the balance of power and relative material
capabilities between the primary warring parties is the
most obvious causal mechanism to explain this effect.
Third parties may affect conflict through immaterial as
well as material interactions. They introduce their own
impartialities to the bargaining process, deviating the
dispute away from the original object of disagreement
by introducing new and external perspectives. Zachary
Shirkey’s research into external interventions and
interstate conflict duration showed that an intervention
made after the first month of a war will have a greater
effect in prolonging the war than an intervention made
within the first month (Shirkey 2012). The explanation
of this phenomena is that a later intervention implies the
external actor’s decision to intervene is not motivated
by the primary object of dispute that emerged between
the original pair of states, but instead is motivated by
autonomous ambitions.’

As such, Iinfer that third parties, which are entities
external to a warring dyad, influence conflict in more
than just direct material ways. They introduce new
information, as well as interests, that perpetuate the
duration of conflict and muddy the waters of the
bargaining process. If third-party interactions with
a warring pair can shape the subjective information
held by these two states about the conflict and each
other, I argue that this means interstate conflicts are
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interdependent with the decisions and perspectives of
third-party states. My question is: does this process only
work in one direction? If the indirect interactions of two
warring parties towards third parties has a similar effect
as the direct interactions of third parties towards the
conflict, then this would mean that the external interde-
pendence of conflict is not limited only to direct events.

The next step of inference is to explore how informa-
tion and events derived from the past affect the decisions
which perpetuate conflict in the present. I make two
observations which support the argument that past
actions can change the social relations between states
and thus affect conflict’s duration. First, Krustev shows
that ‘economic interdependence, formed through a
history of trade between two belligerents, limits conflict
duration (Krustev 2006). He argues that this occurs
because the costs of prolonged conflicts exponentially
increase when the two states rely on each other for
their national economic needs. Therefore, historically
cooperative relationships affect the duration of conflict.

Conversely, Long (2003) shows that a history of
conflicting behaviour between states also affects the
duration of wars. Employing a similar dataset and
explanatory variable to those used in this article, he
shows that a history of conflicting interaction between
two states also results in longer durations of conflict.
They argue that two states with a history of conflict
develop perceptions of the respective other as a ‘rival’
Over time, this perception becomes integrated into
the national psyche, resulting in domestic pressures
exerted on the political elite to increase the demands
in negotiation and limiting what might be considered
acceptable terms.

Both examples indicate that there is interdepend-
ence between historical interactions and the duration
of interstate conflict, conditioned by both material
relations and social perceptions. In turn, this leads to
my question: do indirect interactions such as the past
behaviour of belligerents towards third-party states also
have an effect?

This assessment of the literature on conflict duration
convinces me that the effect of reputations on conflict
duration should be researched further. First, disposi-
tional commitment problems expect that a state’s percep-
tion of an adversary as ‘war-loving’ or ‘aggressive’ leads
to longer wars (Weisiger 2013). Testing the effect of
reputation on these perceptions will introduce novel
understandings of whether indirect interactions matter
in the formation of social identities, and whether states
refer only to the information updating process of war
itself when deciding on their adversary’s ‘disposition.

Second, the direct interaction of external actors and
the past actions of the two main parties in a war are
also shown to influence conflict duration. This implies
that interstate wars as political processes are interde-
pendent with direct external and historical interactions.
Asking whether indirect interactions have a similar
influence would further knowledge of the extent to
this interdependence. If they do, this would encourage
further research into how states react to the actions of
other states. If they do not, it would indicate that there
are limits to the interdependence of state behaviour
and the range of information available to them in the
international environment.

THEOERTICAL FRAMEWORK

How can ‘reputations, informed by past behaviour
towards third-party states, cause longer wars? In this
section I rationalise the processes by which I expect
reputations might affect the duration of interstate
conflict. I do this in two stages. First, I elaborate current
theories on how state ‘reputations’ function in interna-
tional politics. Second, I form the basis of two causal
mechanisms which predict how reputations for aggres-
sion would prolong wars between states. I conclude by
introducing my hypotheses with which to test these
mechanisms.

WHAT ARE REPUTATIONS, AND How Do THEY
WoRK?
Reputations remain a contentious issue in international
relations theory.® They are highly subject to interpreta-
tion and difficult to pin down precisely with a univer-
sal definition and theoretical construction. I take the
understanding that reputations are, as Jonathan Mercer
puts it, ‘in the eye of the beholder’ (Mercer 1996, p. 227).
By this I mean that they are subjective: their importance,
value and meaning are determined by the viewer and
not the state that the reputation is attached to. Whatever
information a reputation ‘tells’ about a state is relative to
the identity of whoever is interested in it. Reputations
are also taken to be informed by the past behaviour of
states (Dafoe, Renshon & Huth 2014, p. 375). However,
when a subject state refers to another state’s past
behaviour to attain information on its reputation, the
subject state will pay greater attention to behavioural
patterns that are more contextually informative. These
will be instances when the observed state interacts with
states that are like the subject state.

In this way, reputations can be understood as having
a relativity described by both a ‘spatial’ and ‘temporal’
dependence on interactions (Crescenzi 2007; 2018).
Reputations are spatially dependent in the sense that
they are only important as far as the subject state, that
is that state observing, is like the third-party states that
are being interacted with by an observed state. Reputa-
tions are temporally dependent because the value of the
information they provide decays over time (Crescenzi
2007; also see Weisiger & Yarhi-Milo 2015). In turn,
a state which is recently observed escalating conflicts
militarily with states that are like the observing subject
state will develop a reputation for being aggressive or
war-loving. The subject state will then base its expecta-
tions of how the observed state will behave towards itself
on this reputation and, as I argue for in the next section,
will adjust its foreign policy strategy in response.

Reputation’s dependence on observed case similari-
ties is described by what may be termed spatial relativity
(Crescenzi 2018, p. 47). The information reputations
provide is only useful as far as the third-party states
that are interacted with are spatially similar—geograph-
ically, materially, or politically—to the subject state
that is observing. We might consider, for instance, the
escalation to war between Cambodia (then under the
Khmer Rouge as Democratic Kampuchea) and Vietnam
in 1978 as an example of proximate states informing
reputations. Democratic Kampuchea in the mid-1970s
identified the Vietnamese as possessing an ideolog-
ical end of federalising Indochina (Farrell 1998, p.
195). Continued occupation and intervention by the
Vietnamese in Laos, as well as historic tensions with

6 Fora literary overview of reputa-

tion and its surrounding theories refer
to Dafoe, Renshon and Huth (2014) and
Jervis, Yarhi-Milo and Casler (2021).
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Kampuchea itself, entrenched this perception. Follow-
ing the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, the Chinese
government sought to counter Vietnamese regional
aggression (Thu-Huong 1992). Kampuchea’s spatial
proximity to Laos relative to Vietnam, as well as China’s
proximity to Kampuchea itself, informed Vietnamese
reputation and in turn drove military reactions and
behaviours. In this example, we can conceive how spatial
relativity contributes to reputations for aggression and
an increased likelihood of conflict escalation.

The spatial relativity of reputations means that the
value of observing a state interacting with third-party
states depends on the spatial proximity of the observing
state with the third-party states. In turn, if the observed
state acts cooperatively with states that are spatially
proximate to the subject state, then the subject state
will ascribe to the observed state a reputation for being
cooperative, or what I refer to as a ‘positive’ reputation.
If, on the other hand, the observed state acts aggressively
towards states that are spatially proximate to the subject
state, then the subject state will ascribe to the observed
state a reputation for being aggressive, or what I refer
to as a negative reputation (Crescenzi 2018, pp. 74-79).

As well as being spatially dependent, I also argue
that reputations are temporally dependent (Crescenzi
2018, p. 51). The informational quality that a reputa-
tion provides about a state diminishes over time and
in absence of any recent observations to be based oft. If
State A rarely witnesses State B interacting with states
that are spatially proximate to State A, or if any such
interactions occurred far in the past, then State A will
have little information to base State B’s reputation on.
In this instance, we might consider State B as having
no reputation of value to State A, rather than having
no reputation at all.

A clear question that emerges from this is how do
we account for recent direct histories of interaction
between two states? Direct histories between states have
already been shown to affect the duration of conflict
(Krustev 2006; Long 2003), and so cannot be dismissed.
Crescenzi argues that states defer to reputations when
there is little recent direct history to depend on when
a state wishes to predict the behaviour of another state
(Crescenzi 2018). I would therefore expect that when
a strong direct history exists, reputations matter less.
However, I still expect that ‘reputations’ as they are
measured in the quantitative study should indicate
significance even if they matter only slightly to the
perpetuation of conflict.

The basis for the expectations in my research and
which informs my choice of explanatory variable is
defined by this theory of reputation formation. A
reputation is considered to be a type of information
used to estimate a state’s future intentions, based on the
observation of its past behaviour towards third-party
states that are spatially similar to the subject state.

REPUTATIONS FOR AGGRESSION

How do we conceptualise reputations as causally related
to longer durations of interstate war? My answer begins
by discussing reputation’s effect on the onset of war to
inform my expectation of how it affects its duration
(Crescenzi 2007; 2018). Next, I argue that if reputations
do inform the decisions states make during war, then
I expect this to affect conflict duration through one or
two proposed mechanisms. In the ‘directed’ mechanism,

I propose that the reputation of the initiator of a war
is the most relevant for perpetuating conflict. In this
mechanism, reputation is the cause of the commit-
ment problem that prevents a pre-war settlement, and
subsequently provides an explanation for the perpet-
uation of war. In the ‘undirected’ mechanism, it does
not matter who initiated the war. Instead, it expects
that shifts in relative power coupled with a reputation
for aggression will result in longer wars.

This article’s measurement of ‘reputation’ is taken
from an extant study by Mark Crescenzi which asks
whether reputations for aggressive behaviour result
in an increased likelihood of conflict onset (Crescenzi
2007; 2018). This, in and of itself, is a controversial
claim amongst theories of reputation which needs to
be unpicked before exploring the mechanisms that I
introduce.

Most literature on ‘reputations’ refers to what are
called ‘reputations for resolve’ Mercer defines ‘resolve’
as ‘the extent to which a state will risk war to achieve its
objectives’ (1996, p. 1). The conventional theory is that
a ‘reputation for resolve’ would function as a military
deterrent (Alt, Calvert & Humes 1988; Huth 1988; 1997;
Nalebuft 1991; Schelling 1966; Weisiger & Yarhi-Milo
2015). According to this theory, if a state escalated
conflict and fought to victory more frequently when
challenged by other states, demonstrating ‘resolve, it
would cause would-be adversaries to become increas-
ingly averse to pursuing military confrontation lest they
come across a foe so prepared to war. On the other hand,
there are many arguments that suggest ‘reputations’ do
not matter in any sense because they are too compli-
cated, or only make up a small part of the wider concerns
states consider when assessing the credibility of threats
(Mercer 1996; Press 2005; Hopf 1994).

My argument is fundamentally inspired by Mark
Crescenzi’s observation that reputations correlate with
an increased likelihood of conflict onset, contrary to the
expectations of the deterrence camp (Crescenzi 2007;
2018). He writes that his ‘core finding ... is that conflict
is too highly correlated with incompetence in crisis
management, and thus attempts to project a reputation
of strength often end up translating into reputations for
aggression’ (Crescenzi 2018, p. 162). Put simply, when
a state acts to demonstrate ‘resolve’ through military
escalation in disputes, their peers interpret such action
‘as incompetence, and thus as aggression’ (Crescenzi
2018, p. 163). If a crisis emerges that involves a state
with a reputation for ‘incompetence’ or ‘aggression,
other involved states will expect a militarised escalation
from their aggressive adversary, and so will militarise
themselves in anticipation of a war. Thus, ‘violence
begets violence’; preparation for war leads to war itself
(Crescenzi 2018, p. 163).

Crescenzi’s results indicate that state reputations for
aggressive behaviour correlate with increased likelihood
of conflict onset. If reputation is strong enough to shape
the decisions of states and make war’s onset more likely,
then my expectation is that these beliefs ought to carry
on into the war and affect the choices that would make
war’s termination less likely.

REPUTABLE COMMITMENT PROBLEMS

If a state with a reputation for aggression becomes
involved in a war with another state, how does this
reputation contribute to the perpetuation of the conflict?
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State A believes State

B has a reputation for State A prepares for a

aggression orincompe- —  military confrontation ~———

tence based on its past with State B in the future

behaviour

Figure 1 | Directed reputable commitment problem.

State B launches war
on State A when state
A refuses to make
concessions, confirming
State A's beliefs

Believing State B
is aggressive or

demands the removal or
reformation of State B

I propose two different mechanisms that explain this
which I call ‘reputable commitment problems’ One is
directed and the other is undirected.

The directed reputable commitment problem expects
the reputation of the initiator to be the relevant factor
in prolonging conflict. It is a helpful starting point both
conceptually and theoretically. Conceptually, it is telling
when a state that initiates a war against a target state
already has a reputation for aggression in the target
state’s beliefs. It would imply that the initiator of war
has, in recent times, behaved aggressively to comparable
states, which at its extreme may resemble an imperial
quest like Nazi Germany’s invasions of neighbouring
states in the years up to 1941 (Reiter 2009). Theoreti-
cally, it incorporates the failed negotiation process that
results in commitment problems, identifying reputa-
tion as the cause of both war’s onset and perpetuation,
instead of shifts in relative capabilities.

Figure 1 illustrates how this mechanism works
in a flow diagram. Key to the understanding of this
mechanism is that the initiation of a war by a state
with a reputation for aggression functions to confirm
this belief for the target of war. Unlike the dispositional
commitment problem proposed by Weisiger (2013,
pp- 25—-33), this mechanism does not update informa-
tion through fighting. Rather, the act of aggression and
violence is confirmation of a belief that is already held.
Following the bargaining model of war (Fearon 1995),
this mechanism identifies reputation as both the cause
and perpetuating variable of conflict. If State B believes
State A has a reputation for aggression or incompetence,
then we would expect it be less likely to engage in a
pre-war settlement as per the commitment problem,
meaning any dispute is more likely to ferment into war.
Furthermore, it presents a rationale for understanding
why the war would go on for so long. If a state refuses
to engage in negotiations because of its opposition’s
reputation for aggression, it would also prepare itself
militarily to meet such aggression. Military preparation
would then allow it to perpetuate conflict, as well as
incentivising its continued resolve in eliminating an
actor it sees as dispositionally aggressive.

This leads to my first hypothesis related to the
directed reputable commitment problem:

H1.: If the initiator of an interstate war has a reputa-
tion for aggression in the view of the target of war,

then this will lead to longer durations of conflict.

The undirected reputable commitment problem,
illustrated in Figure 2, is not dependent on the reputa-
tion of the conflict’s initiator. Instead, it functions in a
similar way to the dispositional commitment problem,
in that it starts with a shift in relative capabilities
between states. The expectation is that if two states
experience a shift in relative power, and one or both
has a reputation for aggression, this will exacerbate the
commitment problem as it arises. Consequently, with
one or both states viewing their adversary as committed
to war from the outset, they become incentivised to
perpetuate conflict until they resolve the commitment
problem through imposed material destruction. The
undirected mechanism is a bit looser than the directed
mechanism. It is difficult to account for any ‘mutual’
reputation between the two parties to a war. However, it
seems rational as a way of explaining how a dispute over
a state’s rising status, coupled with a pre-war percep-
tion of aggressive reputations, might ferment into war,
and furthermore provides an explanation for why it
perpetuates.

I devise a second hypothesis to test the undirected
reputable commitment problem:

H2: If a warring pair of states experience a pre-war
shift in relative capabilities and one has a reputation
for aggression, then this will lead to longer conflict.

In this section, I argued why it is that I expect ‘reputation’
to prolong the duration of conflict and the mechanisms
through which I expect this to occur. First, reputations
as I consider them are subjective constructions. Their
importance is dependent on the subject state’s spatial
and temporal proximity to the observed behaviour that
informs them. Second, I recounted the argument that
reputations for aggression result in increased likeli-
hood of conflict onset because they cause an observing
state to anticipate war and thus militarily prepare for it.
Finally, I articulated how I expect this to link to conflict
duration through the directed and undirected reputa-
ble commitment problem mechanisms, both of which
expect conflict duration to be prolonged by pre-war
reputations for aggressive behaviour. The next section
describes how I test my hypotheses using a quantitative
approach that identifies where, if at all, there is validity

State B refuses to

States Aand B negotiate a pre-war

experience a shiftin ~ ——— settlement because of ——— settlement, war breaks —— aggressive actor, State ———p>

relative capabilities State A's reputation for

aggression

Figure 2 | Undirected reputable commitment problem.

Believing State A to

Failing to negotiate a be a dispositionally
out B seeks to maximise
damage on State A

—» incompetent, State A ———

Believing State B
is aggressive or
incompetent, State A
demands the removal or
reformation of State B

Conflict is prolonged
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to my arguments.

RESEARCH METHOD AND DATA SELECTION

In the first section, I claimed that, within the litera-
ture on conflict duration, we can infer that the past
behaviour of states towards third-party states should
have effects on the duration of interstate wars. In the
second section, I introduced a theory of how reputations
could prolong the duration of interstate conflict through
two possible mechanisms. In this section, I explore
these claims quantitatively to see how the empirical
record holds across multiple cases. I chose to use a
quantitative method because I want to make an initial
exploration into a mechanism yet understudied. Using
a qualitative analysis at this stage would be circumspect
to confirmation bias in choosing a single, or multiple,
case(s) because they appear to confirm my hypotheses.
If the quantitative method is revealing of significant
correlations across a varied sample of interstate wars,
then this would give grounds for future research into
case studies that appear to demonstrate the pertinence
of reputation prolonging conflict duration.

DATA SOURCING AND METHOD SELECTION

The study of conflict duration has advanced consider-
ably in using statistical methods to estimate correla-
tions between variables (Bennett & Stam 1996; Kertzer
2016; Koch 2009; Langlois & Langlois 2009; Shirkey

2012; Weisiger 2013). Here, I have created a dataset by
merging the datasets used in Crescenzi’s (2007) study
of conflict onset which introduces a variable for ‘reputa-
tion’ and Weisiger’s (2013) study of conflict duration.
The entries in the dataset drawn from version 4.0 of the
Correlates of War (COW) list of interstate wars (Sarkees
& Wayman 2010), which includes all interstate wars in
the post-Napoleonic period. The dataset disaggregates
multilateral conflicts into single dyadic partner entries;
for example, the Second World War would be described
through single pairings such as Germany and Britain.
I have excluded entries according to Weisiger’s five
conditions of flagging: there is doubt that there were
more than a thousand deaths, violating the definition
of a war; some wars ‘are better described as internation-
alized civil wars’; some wars are not endorsed by the
leaders; some wars have a period of intermission, raising
doubt as whether to consider it two wars instead of one;
and finally some multilateral wars were reaggregated
for inclusion (Weisiger 2013, pp. 58—59).” Using this
application, the final dataset has 103 ‘primary observa-
tions’ (Weisiger 2013, p. 58).

I use a semi-parametric Cox proportional-hazard model
to attain my results (Tuma 2011/1994), the same method
used by Crescenzi and Weisiger in their own studies.
Also known as event-history analysis, this method
indicates what the effects of variables included in the
model have on the timing of a specified event (Tuma
To ensure the accuracy of this ~ 2011/1994, p. 4). The specified event is the termina-
process, | consulted Weisiger directly  tjon of conflict. Thus, the model estimates correlations
between the explanatory variables and the likelihood
of conflict terminating at any given time. This means
well as how the equation is derived,  that the covariates themselves are reversed to what one
referto Crescenzi(2007)and Crescenzi  would expect when measuring conflict duration: instead
of estimating the number of days until the conflict ends,
it predicts the likelihood of it terminating at any given

7

through personal correspondence.

8 Forafulland detailed explanation

of how these values are calculated, as

and Enterline (2001).

9 For a full and detailed explana-

tion of the equation’s rationale, refer
to Crescenzi and Enterline (2001). time.

DEPENDENT VARIABLE: CONFLICT DURATION

The dependent variable measures the number of days
it took for a conflict to end, taken from Weisiger’s
dataset (2012;2013). The duration of a conflict generally
remains one of the most salient measurements of the
conflict’s destructiveness, albeit with its own caveats. For
example, there have been long protracted wars such as
the Vietnam War which were not as destructive for every
side as more intense wars such as World War IT (Weisiger
2013, p. 60). Data on conflict duration is sourced from
the Interstate War Initiation and Termination dataset
(Fazal & Page 2015). The day that fighting started is used
as the starting date and the day that it stopped as the
end date. This is a trade-off to using, for example, the
Correlates of War (COW) data which benchmarks initia-
tion and termination using ‘diplomatic developments
like declarations of war or peace treaties’ (Weisiger 2013,
p. 60; Sarkees & Wayman 2010). Using these definitions
may obfuscate political events which otherwise might
constitute the start of war. For example, in the dataset,
the Chadian reconquest of Northern Chad is used as
the benchmark Chadian-Libyan War of 1987. This is a
helpful turning point in this conflict as it marked when
it transitioned for the Chadian state from an intra-state
to inter-state in absence of any formal declaration at the

time (Nolutshungu 1995, pp. 215-216).

EXPLANATORY VARIABLES: CRESCENZI'S
REPUTATION SCORE AND SHIFTS IN RELATIVE
POWER

The explanatory variable used comes from Crescenzi’s
(2007; 2012) studies on reputation and the onset of
conflict. The reputation score ( ) is measured using
the conditions of reputation specified in my theoretical
framework. That is, it measures the reputation of one
state, ¢, in the view of state j through its interactions
with multiple states k that are spatially proximate to j,
with the following equation:

in which the reputation of state j in the view of state ¢
( ) within a system size of NN is measured by the
sum of the interaction score of state j and k ( ),
as well as the similarity between 7 and k, represented
by and ,respectively, divided by the size of the
state system minus two.?

In turn, the interaction scores between state 7 and states
k for a given year ¢ () are measured by the following
(Crescenzi & Enterline 2001, p. 420):

in which is the number of years that
the dyad has had of peace, whilst indicates
the amount of time since the last militarised dispute.

indicates the level of hostility, drawn from the
COW Militarised Interstate Dispute dataset to account
for ‘the occurrence and severity of a militarized dispute
for the given year ¢’ (ibid., p. 420).° Hostile or coopera-
tive relationships are indicated onan  score scale of —1
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Explanatory Variables Mean S.D. Min. Max. N
Minimum Reputation -0.013 0.023 -0.137 0.015 103
Reputation of Initiator -0.004 0.017 -0.137 0.018 95
Direct History -0.151 0.301 -0.917 0.033 88
Minimum Reputation x Direct History 0.002 0.008 -0.011 0.061 85
Reputation of Initiator x Direct History 0.001 0.007 -0.013 0.061 78
Capability shift (10 year lag) 0.282 0.216 0.007 0.884 86
Log(War Intensity) -6.61 203 -11.0 -1.67 102
Democracy Initiator 0.21 041 (0] 1 102
Loser Regime Type -317 571 -10 10 93
Terrain 0.62 0.24 0.20 105 103
Contiguity 0.59 0.49 (0] 1 103
Relative Capacities 0.793 0.141 0.503 0.988 96
No. of Participants 241 0.76 2.0 6.0 103
Military Strategy 3.96 1.08 2 8 103
Major Power War 0.14 0.34 O 1 103
Cultural Difference 0.602 0.492 (0) 1 103
Duration (Days) 4224 7434 1 4293 103

Table 1 | Descriptive statistics.

to 1 respectively. Measurements are controlled against
two measures of state j and states ks spatial proximity:
the COW Composite Index of National Capabilities
(CINC) (Singer, Bremer & Stuckey 1972) measurement
and Signorino and Ritter’s S-similarity score for foreign
policy (Signorino & Ritter 1999). Theoretically, the value
has a range of —1 (perfectly aggressive reputation) to 1
(perfectly cooperative reputation), though as can be
seen in Table 1, it has a practical range of —0.14 to 0.02.
I then introduced the variable into Weisiger’s dataset,
lagging the entry by one year so that the score used for
each observation was from the immediate or the most
recent year preceding the war’s onset."® Finally, using
version 4.0 of the COW list of interstate wars’ definition
of the ‘initiator’ of conflict (Sarkees & Wayman 2010), I
created two versions of the reputation score, one which
indicates the ‘minimum’ reputation of either party, and
the second that indicates the reputation of the initiator.
This was so I could test my two alternative hypotheses.

A second explanatory variable that I introduce
accounts for shifts in relative power before a conflict.
Again, I use Weisiger’s own measurement, which is
based off the COW’s CINC score (Weisiger 2012; Singer,
Bremer & Stuckey 1972). The CINC score accounts for
the annual material power capabilities of states using
six criteria—‘total population, urban population, iron
and steel production, energy consumption, military
personnel, and military expenditure’ (Weisiger 2013, p.

62). This variable accounts for shifts in relative capabil-
ities with a ten-year time lag, measured by comparing
how state A and state B’s scores change relative to each
other over a ten-year period. This assumes that leaders
pay attention to shifts that have occurred in the past
to draw their own hopes and fears of experiencing a
relative rise or decline by anticipating that these trajec-
tories will continue (Weisiger 2013, p. 61). The variable
ranges theoretically from 0 to 1, with a larger number
indicating a more significant power shift over the time
in observation. Whilst the CINC score is an imperfect
way of measuring relative capabilities, it has been used
across multiple studies of conflict duration with signif-
icant results.

CONTROL VARIABLES
For the control variables, again, I use the same variables
as Weisiger, as well as some of Crescenzi’s state interac-
tion variables—all of which have been shown to correlate
with the duration of interstate conflict (Crescenzi 2011;
Weisiger 2013). The choice of these variables was simple:
replicating a pair of models from extant, published
studies ensures its accuracy and validity. For this reason,
I use the same control variables as Weisiger’s default
models (2013, p. 65; Weisiger 2012).

In total, I use ten different control variables. I
control for the war’s intensity, measured as the rate of
death proportional to the national population sizes of

1% This was done for empirical as
well as methodological reasons. 41
of the observations in the year that
conflict was noted as commencing
in Weisiger's set were missing in
Crescenzi's replication set. Six of these
had the observation value missing for
multiple years before conflict onset,
for example, the Mexican-American
War of 1846 only had the reputation
score from 1843 as the most recent
observation. The Iraq-US war had
the longest time break of 6 years.
The empirical rationale, that the
appropriate observation to use was
the reputation score of the immediate
or most recent year preceding conflict
onset was arrived at through personal
correspondence with Crescenzi
himself.
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the involved parties, using data personally collected
by Weisiger from Clodfelter’s Encyclopaedia of War
Statistics (Clodfelter 2007) and from COW’s National
Military Capabilities dataset (Singer, Bremer & Stuckey
1972). This variable was also logarithmically scaled to
account for skew (Weisiger 2012; Weisiger 2013, p. 65).

I also control for the regime types of the warring
states (Fazal & Page 2015). First, I use a dichotomous
variable coded as 1 if true, and 0 if false, indicating
whether the conflict was initiated by a democratic
regime (Weisiger 2012; Weisiger 2013, p. 64; Marshall
Jaggers & Gurr 2010). Second, I control for the author-
itarian regime of the losing state on a twenty-point
scale, with —10 indicating most authoritarian, and 10
indicating most democratic (Weisiger 2012; Weisiger
2013, p. 64; Marshall, Jaggers & Gurr 2010; also see
Reiter & Stam 2002).

I include a variable on the terrain type that the
war was fought on using data sourced from a study
by Slantchev (2004). In this variable, a larger number
indicates more rugged and less easily traversed terrain,
whilst a smaller number indicates flatter and clearer
terrain. I also use a dichotomous variable to control for
contiguity, defined by whether the states at war share a
land border, with the data sourced from version 3 of the
COW contiguity dataset (Stinnet et al. 2002).

I control for the relative capabilities of the warring
parties at the time of conflict’s initiation, measured
using the CINC scores of each state. This variable ranges
from 0.5 to 1 ‘with higher values representing a more
unequal distribution of capabilities’ (Weisiger 2013, p.
65). I control for whether the conflict can be consid-
ered a ‘major power war’ using a dichotomous variable
indicating if each state was defined as a major power by
Levy’s ‘identification of major powers over time’ (ibid.,
p. 65; Levy 1983). I include a variable controlling for
the number of states that were involved in the conflict
that were considered ‘major participants’ (Weisiger
2013, p. 65; see Cunningham 2006). I also control for
the strategies employed by each side, using the coding
system devised by Bennett and Stam (Weisiger 2013, p.
65; Bennett & Stam 1996). The lower numbers indicate
the employment of ‘blitzkrieg’ strategies, which involve
swift attacks, whilst lower numbers indicate the use
of guerrilla and punishment strategies. Finally, I use
Weisiger’s dichotomous variable which determines
if a conflict could be defined as a ‘civilizational
clash’ between the main two parties, either based on
incompatible political ideologies, or a clash of the broad
categories of civilization defined in Samuel Huntington’s
infamous thesis (Weisiger 2013, p. 65; Huntington 1993;
1996; Haas 2005; Owen 2010).

From Crescenzi, I use two variables controlling for
a history of direct interaction between the main two
warring parties. This is the direct interaction score
developed by him and Andrew Enterline (Crescenzi
& Enterline 2001). This variable indicates on a scale on
-1 to 1 whether the two main warring parties have a
recent direct history that was respectively conflicting
or cooperative in the same fashion at the reputation
variable. It is necessary to include this in the study
to control for the possibility that reputation, in the
context of conflict duration, does become negated by
direct histories. Consequently, I also include interaction
variables between the two reputation scores and the
direct history (Crescenzi 2007; 2018). The minimum

reputation interaction value comes directly from
Crescenzi’s dataset, whilst the initiator’s reputation
interaction variable was constructed by myself.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

To test my hypotheses, I ran four data models, the results
of which can be seen in Table 2. The first two models
test H1, which predicted that if the initiator of a conflict
has a reputation for aggression, then we can expect to
see a longer duration of conflict. Model 1 shows only
the results for the effect of the initiator’s reputation
on conflict duration without the measure of a shift in
relative capabilities, whilst controlling for all variables
except for the direct history scores. Model 2 shows
the results for the initiator’s reputation with all other
variables. Models 3 and 4 test my second hypothesis on
the undirected mechanism, H2, which predicted that
regardless of the initiator, either state having a reputa-
tion for aggression, when coupled with a shift in relative
capabilities, would result in longer durations of conflict.
Model 3 shows the results for the minimum reputation
score without the measure of a shift in relative capabil-
ities, whilst controlling for all variables except for the
direct history scores. Model 4 shows the results for
the minimum reputation score with all other variables
included. In this model, I also allowed the reputation
variable and the shift in capabilities to interact so that
I could test the relationship between the minimum
reputation and shifts in capabilities.

The values indicated are variable coefficients, rather
than hazard. For interpretation, the coeflicients are
multiplied by the value of the variable that is inputted,
and the resultant effect is to increase or decrease the
likelihood of a conflict terminating at any given point
in time by this total. This means that for any variable
that has a range of exclusively positive values, a positive
variable coefficient indicates an increased likelihood of
conflict termination at any given point, and so correlates
with shorter durations of war. However, because the
‘reputation’ value has a range of less than zero to greater
than zero, it means that we are looking for a positive
variable coefficient to support my hypotheses. This is
because a positive coefficient, with a ‘negative’ reputa-
tion for aggression, will result in a decreased likelihood
of conflict termination and, thus, longer wars.

REsuULTS

The results are surprising. The directed reputable
commitment problem hypothesis, that an initiator of
conflict with a reputation for aggression, is indicated
as incorrect. Whilst the results show that there is a
statistically significant relationship at the ninety-fifth
percentile between the reputation of the initiator of the
conflict with the likelihood of the conflict terminating,
the variable coefficient is negative. This means that if the
state that initiates the war has a reputation for aggressive
behaviour, then the likelihood of conflict terminating at
any given point increases. This means that if the initiator
of a war has a reputation for aggression, we can estimate
the war to be shorter, rejecting HI1.

The results also do not support the undirected
hypothesis H2, which expects a lower ‘minimum’
reputation following a significant shift in material
power to correlate with longer durations of conflict.
Models 3 and 4 both indicate that there is no statisti-
cally significant relationship between the ‘minimum’
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Initiator Reputation

Minimum Reputation

Predictors Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Reputation -20.26" -26.54" -242 -8717
Direct Conflict History 0.203 0.041
Reputation x Direct Conflict History -84.89 -5471
Capability shift (10 year lag) =314 -2.038"
Log(War Intensity) 0.1644 0.307"" 0.142 0.272"
Democracy Initiator 0.337 0.789 0.426 1.039°
Loser Regime Type 0.040+4 0.036 0.033 0.036
Terrain -1.632" -3.647"" -1.2901 -2.959""
Contiguity -0.084 0.076 -0.271 -0.225
Relative Capacities 0.063 0.057 0.026 0.007
No. Participants 0.256 -0.017 0.106 -0.096
Military Strategy -0.372" -0.486" -0.450™ -0.533"
Major Power War -0.7464 -0.219 -0.894" -0.836%
Cultural Difference -0.243 001 -0.195 -0.227
Reputation x Capability Shift 23.067
Observations 84 63 91 68
Log Likelihood 36.01 51.99 3518 3518
AIC 568 378 632 425
X2 (Wald) 36.29 4514 34.49 34.49

1p < 0.10, p < 0.05, “p < 0.01, "p < 0.001

Table 2 | Results for Cox proportional hazard models.

reputation of two states that engage in a war and the
likelihood of it terminating. Furthermore, the interac-
tion variable between the shift in relative capabilities
and the reputation score does not show any statistical
significance either.

For other variables that were statistically significant,
the results replicated past studies which in turn helped
to support their validity. Both Models 2 and 4 show
that there is statistical significance in decreasing the
likelihood of conflict terminating at any given point
with an increased pre-war shift in relative capabili-
ties, therefore correlating with increased conflict
duration and replicating Weisiger’s findings (2013,
p- 69). In three out of four models, the variable for
conflict intensity indicates that more intense conflicts
are shorter (Weisiger 2013, p. 74). The polity variables
which indicated whether the initiator of conflict was
a democratic state, and the authoritarian level of the
losing state, also replicated Weisiger’s findings (Weisiger
2013, p. 72), with democratic states shown to fight in
shorter wars, whilst authoritarian regimes appear to

grind out their defeats over longer periods. Wars that
take place in areas that have less easily traversed terrain
also tend to be longer, with all four models indicat-
ing statistical significance of this effect, again meeting
expectations (Bennett & Stam 1996). The military
strategy variable replicates Weisiger’s results, ‘with
blitzkrieg wars shorter and guerrilla wars longer than
conventionally fought conflicts’ (Weisiger 2013, p. 74).
Finally, conflicts that are fought between major powers
are also longer in duration with statistical significance
in three models. There was no statistical significance
for any of the direct history scores, the variables on
contiguity, relative capacities, number of participants,
nor cultural differences.

DiscussIoN

These results confound the expectations of the theory
employed in this article. Reputations, as they are consid-
ered in this study, do not affect conflict duration in a way
that means they inform the dispositional commitment
problem. This is evidenced in two separate parts of the
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results. First, the variable coefficient of the initiator’s
reputation estimates that a reputation for aggression

corelates with shorter conflict duration. Second, the lack

of significance of either the minimum reputation score,
or its interaction effect with a shifts in relative capabil-
ities, indicates that reputation does not couple with
shifts in power to affect conflict duration. Reputation’s
effect on conflict duration is not what I expected it to be.

What is particularly striking however, is that the
reputation of the initiator is statistically significant. More
so, it is statistically significant whilst the direct interac-
tion scores were not. This indicates that in this model,
past behaviour of the initiator towards third-party states
has a more significant effect on conflict duration than
the direct interactions of the warring pair. At minimum,
this confirms my expectation that indirect interactions
affect the decision-making processes of states that start

and continue to be engaged in war. This ultimately

means continued research into this relationship remains
a valid and potentially fruitful endeavour.

There are a few potential explanations for these
results. The first consideration is in the explanations
for limited wars that are shorter and less destructive
that are introduced by Weisiger (2013, pp. 33-53).
One possibility is that the reputation of a state might
create the settings for the ‘informational mechanism’
(Weisiger 2013, pp. 36—42) in which disagreement over
an adversary’s resolve or capabilities can lead to conflicts
that are settled in fighting. In this case a ‘reputation’

might mask the truth of a state’s material capabilities

prior to the initiation of a war. A second suggestion is
that a reputation for aggression functions as the initial
dispute. If this is the case, then the outbreak of war
might encourage third parties to intervene themselves
early on, having borne grievances against the initiator,
which as discussed in the literature results in shorter
conflicts than if they made late interventions (Shirkey

2012).

Alone, however, these results do not provide enough
information to give a definite answer. To fully explore
reputation’s effect on the conduct of war, there needs
to be an investigation into at least two features that
were outside of the scope of this article. First, how does
the reputation of the initiator of a conflict affect the
choice of military strategy the target of war makes?
Studying this variable would give greater insight into
the way pre-war perceptions affect in-conflict decisions
more completely. Second, are there any correlations
between the reputation of the initiator of conflict and
the outcome? Knowing how reputation affects outcome
will reveal information such as whether they are shorter

1 see, for example, Kennedy

(2017/1987).
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because the aggressive initiator overstretches itself
militarily."!

Finally, qualitative studies of course would be invalu-
able. In particular, I believe that further study of the
Iran—Iraq War of 1980-1988 is most worthwhile. Both
states have positive reputations (that is, reputations for
cooperation) prior to the onset of that war. Furthermore,
Iraq especially was making ready regional alliances
through which to leverage its bargaining position
prior to its initiation of the war (McLachlan 1993, p.
29). Studying a conflict with such complex regional
interactions (Karsh 1990) in the years preceding that
turned into one of the longest and most destructive of
the twentieth century (Ashton & Gibson 2013) would
undoubtedly provide an excellent case study into the
role that the past behaviour of belligerents towards
third-party states plays in affecting conflict duration.

To summarise, reputations for aggressive behaviour
do not appear to affect the bargaining process of war
in the same way as the information updating process
that occurs through fighting and which leads to disposi-
tional commitment problems. However, the results have
presented evidence to support the expectation that
conflict duration is dependent on the past behaviour
of the initiator of conflict. This at the least reveals new
insights to suggest that reputations do matter in interna-
tional politics. How they matter, however, remains to
be investigated further.

CONCLUSION

Opverall, this article sought to understand whether the
reputations of states, informed by their past behaviour
towards third-party states, affect the durations of
conflicts in a way similar to dispositional commitment
problems. This expectation was derived first from the
observation that the perception of states caused decisions
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