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a b s t r a c t

The way the people from two culturally very different countries perceive the 
psychological motives that lead political leaders to launch armed actions 
against other states was examined. Three types of possible psychological 
motives, taken from McClelland’s (1985) theory of human motivation, were 
considered: motives associated with the state’s power (e.g., increasing the 
country’s economic power), motives associated with other states’ political 
character (e.g., whether neighboring states are relatively peaceful democra-
cies or threatening autocracies), and motives associated with domestic issues 
(e.g., appearing as a strong leader able to efficiently fight for the security of 
the country). A total of 442 participants living in Western Europe (France) 
and 180 participants living in the Maghreb (Algeria) were presented with a 
Motives of War questionnaire that was created for the present set of stud-
ies. Exploratory and confirmatory analyses showed that the hypothesized 
model of motives holds with the condition that the increasing power motive 
is divided into two separate motives: one associated with the economy and 
one associated with the territory. The motives of war tended to be seen as 
more personal and as more associated with domestic issues among people 
living in Algeria than among people living in France. Among traditional/
authoritarian people living in France, the motives of war tended to be seen 
in a more positive light than among liberal people. In contrast, among tra-
ditional/authoritarian people living in Algeria, the motives of war tend to 
be seen in a more negative light than among liberal people. 
Key words authors
International Conflicts, Human Motivation, Aggression, Personality, Values, 
Conservatism. 
Key words plus
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r e s u m e n

Se examina la forma en que las personas de dos países culturalmente muy 
diferentes perciben los motivos psicológicos que conducen a los líderes 
políticos a poner en marcha acciones armadas contra otro estados. Tres 
tipos de motivos psicológicos posibles, tomados de la teoría de McClelland 
(1985) sobre la motivación humana fueron consideradas: motivos asocia-
dos con el estado de poder (e.g., incrementar el poder económico del país), 
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motivos asociados con políticas de otros estados (e.g., si los 
estados vecinos son relativamente democracias pacíficas o 
autocracias amenazantes), y motivos asociados con temas do-
mésticos (e.g., aparicencia como un fuerte lidear capar para 
luchar eficientemente para mantener la seguridad del país). 
A un total de 442 habitantes de Europa Occidental (Francia) 
y 180 habitantes en Maghreb (Algeria) se les administró el 
cuestionario de Motivos de Guerra que fue diseñado para 
este estudio. Se presenta un análisis exploratorio y confirma-
torio que hipotetiza el modelo de motivos mantenidos con la 
condición que el incremento en el motivo de poder se dividió 
en dos motivos separados: uno asociado con la economía y 
otro asociado con el territorio. Los motivos de guerra tien-
den a ser vistos como más personales y asociados con temas 
internos entre los habitantes en Algeria que los habitantes 
en Francia. Entre los tradicional y autoritarios habitantes 
en Francia, los motivos de guerra tienden a ser percibidos 
de forma más positiva que entre las personas liberales. En 
contraste, entre las personas autoritarias o tradiciones que 
habitan Algeria, los motivos de guerra tienen a ser vistos de 
forma más negativa que entre las personas liberales.
Palabras clave autores
Conflictos internacionales, motivaciones humanas, agresión, 
personalidad, valores, conservatismo.
Palabras clave adicionales
Percepciones públicas, estudio estructural y transcultural.

Most of the time, most countries are at peace with 
their neighbors. They continuously interact in mul-
tiple ways with them through, notably, the circula-
tion of goods (e.g., manufactured products), people 
(e.g., tourism) and information (e.g., scientific col-
laboration). Tensions inevitably exist between states 
but they are, most of the time, resolved using peace-
ful means. From time to time, however, conflicts 
of interest between states arise, which apparently 
cannot be handled in a peaceful way. In these 
cases, these states’ political leaders decide to resort 
to armed actions as a way of solving them, and 
they justify their decisions with arguments dem-
onstrating that, owing to circumstances, war was 
inevitable (Moerk & Pinkus, 2000). Some people 
believe in their leaders but other people think the 
other way: They attribute to their leaders hidden 
and personal motives. 

 As wars are costly in terms of human lives 
and material destruction, scholars have tried to 
understand the causes of interstate-armed conflicts, 
with the aim of preventing their occurrences as 
much as possible. Indeed, many peace research-

ers are concerned with delineating the condi-
tions for sustainable peace in the world (López 
López & Sabucedo, 2007). Early historians (e.g., 
Thucydides), and philosophers of the Enlighten-
ment (e.g., Hobbes), have, among others, suggested 
various reasons for explaining leaders’ decisions to 
go to war. Present day scholars use empirical meth-
ods to shed light on the causes and conditions of 
war initiation. 

Contrary to previous studies, the present set of 
studies does not investigate the objective causes/
reasons of wars. The present set of studies is about 
the way people perceive the psychological mo-
tives that lie behind the leaders’ decisions. In oth-
er words, it was aimed at delineating the mental 
model(s) people have in mind for judging the mo-
tives that lay behind the many armed conflicts 
that are continuously reported in the media. Study 
1 was conducted in Western Europe. Using Mc-
Clelland’s (1985) theory of human motivation as 
a framework, it (a) inventoried the motives that, 
in people’s views, could lead leaders to resort to 
military actions against other states, (b) examined 
the structure of these perceived motives using 
exploratory techniques, and (c) assessed the as-
sociations between these perceived motives and 
measurements classically used in the peace psy-
chology literature. Study 2 tested the robustness 
of the model that was evidenced in Study 1 using 
another sample of participants, and using confirma-
tory techniques. It also tested the robustness of the 
relationships that were assessed in Study 1. Finally, 
Study 3 tested, using confirmatory techniques, the 
robustness of the model of perceived motives on a 
sample of participants living in the Maghreb. It also 
re-examined, in this new sample, the relationships 
between the model and the various measurements 
that were used in the previous studies.

The general approach taken is that conflicts 
do not start by themselves: “The selection of war 
and peace is a choice that is initiated, conducted, 
and concluded by individual leaders” (Bueno de 
Mesquita, 1981, p. 5). At one point in time, a head 
of state, in agreement with the government of this 
state, declares war on another state. This does not 
mean that the objective factors highlighted in the 
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objective theories have no effect. This means that 
these factors must find their psychological transla-
tion, in the form of personally experienced reasons 
by rulers to actually exert their effect. It also means 
that a class of reasons, purely psychological, prob-
ably lies outside the reasons analyzed by the objec-
tive theories: “For good or ill, statesmen can make 
a critical difference. Without Hitler, there may well 
have been no Holocaust. Without Milosevic, there 
might not have been the brutalities of Bosnia and 
Kosovo” (Prager, 2003, p. 211).

The public opinion /foreign military policy link-
age literature suggests that social attitudes related 
to a potential use of force are based both on dis-
positional and situational variables (e.g., Chittick 
& Freyberg-Inan, 2001; Herrmann, Tetlock & 
Visser, 1999). In their seminal work, Chittick and 
Feyberg-Inan (2001, p. 32) concluded that, although 
interacting effects of disposition and situation re-
main relevant, basic human motivations are at the 
cornerstone of foreign policy opinion. Actually, 
many scientists analyzed policy preferences within 
this framework (e.g., Cottam, 1977; Wolfers, 1962). 
For instance, McClelland’s theory of motivation 
fruitfully accounted for various policy opinions 
and decisions among students that experimentally 
deal with international crisis situations (Peterson, 
Winter & Doty, 1994). This theory also successfully 
accounts the motives of belligerents and peaceful 
leaders throughout history (Winter, 1993, 2007). In 
particular, Winter (1993) showed that war prone-
ness is synchronically related to high power motive 
imagery and low affiliation motive imagery of po-
litical leaders. In contrast, war ending and peace-
ful resolution of disputes occur when the inverse 
pattern takes place. Based on these studies, we 
put forward the idea that McClelland’s theoretical 
framework will enable us to conveniently describe 
how people conceive leaders’ motives to launch 
international conflicts. 

McClelland’s Theory of 
Human Motivation

In his theory of human motivation, McClelland 
(1985) defined three general psychological basic 

needs: need for power, need for achievement, and 
need for affiliation. 

Need for Power 

People’s need for power is expressed by concerns 
about “having impact, control or influence on an-
other person, group or the world at large” (Winter, 
1993, p. 537). People scoring high in need of power 
tend to take strong, forceful actions over others, 
they try to regulate and control others or at least to 
influence them, to give unsolicited advices or help, 
and want to impress others (Winter, 1993). 

Previous studies conducted in the “objective 
reasons for wars” framework, have shown that 
state leaders’ need for power was associated with 
the initiation of interstate conflicts (Winter, 1993). 
Each state, as any living organism, ultimately aims 
at preserving its existence. Preserving ones’ exis-
tence supposes having the ability to develop one-
self and to oppose any destructive action from the 
environment. In other words, it supposes power 
in order to ensure satisfactory domestic capability 
to meet the population needs (Choucri & North, 
1975, 1989) and maximal security (Waltz, 1979). 
The power of a state can arise from demographic 
development, economic development, territorial 
expansion or recuperation. As power is relative, 
however, it also depends on the neighboring states’ 
power. At times, leaders can feel that the only way 
for achieving security, that is, for attaining enough 
relative power, is to attack one of the neighbors, 
and seize part of its territory, resources, and popu-
lation. Then, from the perspective of leaders, and 
particularly leaders showing high need for power, 
securing enough power for achieving security may 
constitute a reasonable motive for launching a war 
(Mearsheimer, 2001). 

Need for Achievement 

According to McClelland (1985), people’s need for 
achievement is expressed by concerns about a stan-
dard of excellence. People scoring high in need for 
achievement tend to be (or to try to be) successful 
in competition, frequently expressed by words or 
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actions that reflect their concern for excellence, 
they disproportionately react to failures, and wish 
to carry out some unique, unprecedented accom-
plishment (Winter, 1993). 

Scholars working in the “objective reasons for 
wars” framework have shown that powerful states 
tend to more frequently enter in armed conflicts 
than less powerful states (e.g., Bremer, 1980). 
In addition, the majority of initiators have been 
found to be stronger than the assaulted countries, 
and have a positive expected utility rate prior to 
the outbreak of the conflict (Bueno de Mesquita, 
1981). These findings may lead one to believe that 
one reason for launching an armed conflict is the 
certainty of winning on the battlefield. However, 
the certainty to be the winner cannot be seen as a 
root motive for launching a war, except in the case 
where the leaders are, owing to their concern for 
personal achievement as politicians, or for some 
ideological reason (e.g., aristocratic militarism, 
cult of personality) or economic reason (e.g., 
enduring bad economic results), in strong need 
of popularity/admiration among its people and 
abroad (Most & Starr, 1989). In these cases, the 
leaders’ objective is really to be involved in a war 
that can be won, and the increase in power (see 
previous point) becomes a simple means. What 
the leaders really try to gain (or regain) in these 
cases is personal achievement and the associated 
possibility to maintain themselves in power for 
some more years. 

Need for affiliation 

According to McClelland (1985), the people’s need 
for affiliation is expressed by concerns about “es-
tablishing, maintaining or restoring friendship or 
friendly relations among people or groups” (Win-
ter, 1993, p. 537). People scoring high in need for 
affiliation tend to express positive feelings towards 
other ones, other groups or other nations, tend to 
express negative feeling about separation or dis-
ruption, and are willing to help or provide first-aid 
to people or groups that are perceived as being in 
danger, and to defend them against enmity (Winter, 
1993). Studies conducted in the “objective reasons 

for wars” framework has repeatedly shown that 
between mature democracies, the armed conflicts 
tend to occur with considerably less frequency and 
severity than when at least one of the state in the 
pair of states is an autocracy (e.g., Hewitt & Young, 
2001), although democracies are, overall, not less 
frequently involved in armed conflicts that autoc-
racies (Chan, 1984; Morgan & Schwebach, 1992). 
Despite the robustness of this finding, it is difficult 
to conceive that the leaders of a democratic state 
would reasonably decide to attack an autocratic 
state just because it is not a democracy, or symmetri-
cally that the leader of an autocratic state would 
decide to attack a democratic state just because it 
is not an autocracy. 

There have been recent cases, however, that 
show that this is not impossible. In these cases, the 
basic motive for war seems to be associated with 
security concerns. As indicated above, the major 
concern of any state is to ensure its perpetuation. 
As a result, the leaders of a democratic state can 
reasonably think that security can be better achieved 
in an international environment populated by many 
democratic states that share its core values than in 
an environment populated by many autocratic states 
(Dixon, 1994). In other words, if relative power 
indisputably matters as regards to security, good 
(democratic) neighborhood, it also constitutes a 
non-negligible security factor (Sobek, Abouharb & 
Ingram, 2006). In other words, living among states 
with which positive, friendly relations are possible is 
better than living among a set of neighboring states 
with which affiliation is made impossible. 

In Summary

Despite the multiplicity of factors that have been 
suggested since Thucidydes to the present day, three 
basic psychological motives for which leaders decide 
to go to war can be found in the literature. All of 
these motives are, unsurprisingly, associated with 
security (political leader’s security or state’s secu-
rity). These psychological motives are: (a) gaining 
power (e.g., through the seizing of another state’s 
resources and territory), (b) gaining popularity and 
prestige (through the victory itself, even if the costs 
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of the war have largely exceeded its benefits), and 
(c) securing good (democratic) neighborhood (e.g., 
by exporting democratic structures abroad). 

Possible Correlates of Public 
Perception of the Motives of War

Several measurements have been found to ac-
curately predict dispositional attitude towards 
war. Conservatism (measured by both Right 
Wing Authoritarianism and Social Dominance 
Orientation Scales) has been shown to be posi-
tively associated with support for military re-
sponse (Cohrs, Maes, Moschner & Kielmann, 
2005a; McFarland, 2005; Nelson & Milburn, 
1999; Sidanius & Liu, 1992). Heskin and Power 
(1994) pointed out that whereas conservatism 
predicted support for war, liberalism predicted 
opposition to war. In the literature, there are 
findings that link a moral justification to con-
servatism and the attitude towards war. The 
positive attitude towards war is associated with 
the readiness to find moral justifications of war 
(McAlister, 2001). Also, Jackson and Gaertner 
(2010) have recently evidenced the mediating 
effect of moral justification in explaining the re-
lationship between conservatism and the support 
for war. Values are also important in explaining 
the war-related attitudes. It has repeatedly been 
found that the conservative values were posi-
tively related to militaristic attitudes (e.g., Cohrs, 
Maes, Moschner & Kielmann, 2005a).

Study 1

 As previously indicated, Study 1 was aimed at (a) 
systematically inventorying the psychological mo-
tives that could lead political leaders to resort to 
military actions against other states, (b) examining 
the structure of these motives, and (c) exploring the 
associations between the different sets of motives 
and the classical measurements used in personality 
psychology (personality factors, aggression), and in 
the peace psychology literature (pro-war attitudes, 
social dominance orientation, authoritarianism). 
This study was conducted in France.

Regarding the structure of the perceived psycho-
logical motives, and based on McClelland’s (1985) 
theory, the hypothesis was that the participant 
would infer that the leaders initiate international 
conflicts (a) in order to gain power, which corre-
sponds to the need for power motive, (b) to gain 
popularity and prestige, which correspond to the 
need for achievement motive, and (c) to export 
democratic values abroad, which correspond to 
the need for affiliation motive. In other words, a 
three-factor structure should be evidenced. In ad-
dition, it was expected that the associations that 
will be found between the factors in this structure 
and the other measurements, would help to better 
understand the psychological meaning of the mo-
tive factors. 

Method

Participants

64 females and 183 males living in the south of 
France were the participants. Their age ranged from 
18 to 30 and the mean age was 21.30 (SD = 3.67). 
They were students from the various universities 
in Toulouse, France. All participants were unpaid. 

Measures

Motives for War 

The first questionnaire was the provisional Mo-
tives of Wars questionnaire that was made of 65 
items. These items were devised in multiple ways. 
First, a list of items was created by the investiga-
tors on the basis of the current literature on the 
causes of wars (e.g., Blainey, 1973; Bremer, 1980; 
Choucri & North, 1975; Diehl & Goertz, 1988; 
Kugler & Organski, 1989; Midlarsky, 1975, 1989, 
2000; Singer & Small, 1972; Wright, 1942), and 
on the basis of the literature on human motivation 
(Apter, 2001; Deci & Ryan, 1985; McClelland, 
1985). This list was then shown to six people who 
formed a focus group. These people suggested ad-
ditional items based on their personal views. They 
also reformulated the items that were judged as 
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ambiguous. The augmented list was presented 
to another group of people, and the process was 
repeated until no additional items were suggest-
ed. A large 14-point scale was printed following 
each item. The two extremes of the scales were 
labeled Disagree completely and Completely agree. 
Examples of items are shown in Table 1. The 
questionnaire was written in French.

Personality Dimensions 

The second questionnaire was composed of 25 
items taken from the International Pool of Items of 
Personality ([IPIP], Goldberg, 1999), five items for 
each personality factor (Openness, Conscientious-
ness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroti-
cism). A 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree was used.

Aggression 

The third questionnaire was the Aggression ques-
tionnaire (Buss & Perry, 1992). It was composed of 
four scales measuring physical aggression (9 items, 
e.g., Once in a while, I can’t control the urge to 
strike another person), verbal aggression (5 items, 
e.g., I often find myself disagreeing with people), an-
ger (7 items, e.g., When frustrated, I let my irritation 
show) and hostility (8 items, e.g., I am sometimes 
eaten up with jealousy). Participants were asked to 
indicate, using a 5-point Likert scale, how much 
each statement was characteristic or uncharacter-
istic of them. 

Social Dominance Orientation 

The fourth questionnaire was the Social Domi-
nance Orientation questionnaire (Pratto, Sida-
nius, Stallworth & Malle, 1994). The SDO scale 
tapped people’s endorsement of inequality and hier-
archical worldviews of societal groups. It comprised 
16 items (e.g., ‘Some groups of people are simply 
inferior to other groups’). Participants filled out a 
validated French version of the SDO questionnaire 
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly 
agree (Duarte, Dambrun & Guimond, 2004). 

Pro-War Questionnaire 

The fifth questionnaire was the Anderson’s version 
(Anderson, Benjamin, Wood & Bonacci, 2006) 
of the Velicer Attitudes Toward Violence Scale 
([VATVS], Velicer, Huckel & Hansen, 1989). Only 
items belonging to Pro-War Attitude dimension 
were selected. This factor comprised 11 items (e.g., 
War is often necessary).

Rokeach Value Survey 

The sixth questionnaire was a revised version 
(Braithwaite & Law, 1985) of the Rokeach Value 
Survey (Rokeach, 1973). Following Heaven, Organ, 
Supavadeeprasit and Leeson (2006), two scales 
were chosen: International Harmony and Equality, 
and National Strength and Order. The first scale 
comprised 8 items (e.g., Having all nations working 
together to help each other), the second comprised 
4 items, (e.g., Being a united, strong, independent, 
and powerful nation). Participants were instructed 
to rate their level of agreement with the items on 
a 7-point scale ranged from 1 = “I reject this as a 
guiding principle in my life” to 7 = “I accept this 
as of the greatest importance as a guiding principle 
in my life”. 

Right Wing Authoritarianism 

The seventh questionnaire was the French version 
of the Right Wing Authoritarism questionnaire 
(Altemeyer, 1996) proposed by Dru (2007). It was 
composed of three scales measuring Authoritarian 
Aggression (e.g., Our country desperately needs a 
mighty leader who will do what has to be done to 
destroy the radical new ways and sinfulness that 
are ruining us), Authoritarian Submission (e.g., It 
is always better to trust the judgment of the proper 
authorities in government and religion than to lis-
ten to the noisy rabble-rousers in our society who 
are trying to create doubt in people’s minds), and 
Conventionalism (e.g., The old-fashioned ways 
and old-fashioned values still show the best way to 
live.). Participants were instructed to indicate their 
responses on a 7-point rating scale ranging from 
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Strongly agree to Strongly disagree. For each separate 
scale, alpha values computed on the sample have 
been indicated in Table 1.

Procedure 

Each participant responded individually to the 
paper-and-pencil questionnaire in a quiet room 
at the university. The experimenters asked the 
participants to read the questionnaire’s items 
and rate his/her degree of agreement with each 
statement. It took them approximately 60 minutes 
to complete the battery of seven questionnaires.

Results

An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was con-
ducted on the 65 items of the Motives of Wars 
questionnaire. Based on the results of a first 
analysis, a second analysis was conducted on a 
subsample of 49 items, the ones for which the 
loadings were higher than 0.3 in the first analysis. 
Based on the scree test, a four-factor solution was 
retained. As we wanted to obtain factors indepen-
dent from each other, a VARIMAx rotation was 
performed. Table 1 shows the main results of this 
second factor analysis. Eigenvalues ranged from 
13.14 (first principal component) to 2.05 (fourth 
principal component). The eigenvalue of the fifth 
and sixth components were 1.48 and 1.33; that is, 
lower than 2. Correlations between factors ranged 
from -0.02 to 0.43 (median value = 0.21).

The first factor was labeled Gaining Popularity 
and Personal Prestige. It was loaded with items 
such as “From about twenty years ago, one of the 
reasons why some state leaders have launched 
military actions is that they wanted to prove that 
they were better warriors than famous warriors 
in history”. The items that compose this dimen-
sion refer extensively to personal satisfaction and 
careerism concerns. The factor explained 21% 
of the variance. A score was computed by sim-
ply averaging the scores observed for four items 
with high loadings on this factor. The obtained 
score, 3.86 (SD = 2.37), was significantly lower 

(p < 0.001) than the midpoint of the agreement 
scale (see Table 3). 

The second factor was labeled Exporting Dem-
ocratic Values. It was loaded with items such as 
“From about twenty years ago, one of the reasons 
why some state leaders have launched military 
actions is that they wanted to help people in 
their fight for democracy”. These items describe 
leaders who struggle against dictatorial regimes to 
promote the import of democratic and progressive 
way of governance. The factor explained 13% of 
the variance. The mean score, 7.92 (SD = 2.63), 
was close to the mid-point of the agreement scale. 

The third factor was labeled Increasing Eco-
nomic Power. It was loaded with items such as 
“From about twenty years ago, one of the reasons 
why some state leaders have launched military ac-
tions is that they thought it was good for their coun-
try’s economy”. It explained 10% of the variance. 
The mean score, 8.92 (SD = 2.67), was significantly 
higher than the midpoint of the agreement scale, 
(p < 0.001).

Finally, the fourth factor was labeled Territo-
rial Issues. It was loaded with items such as “From 
about twenty years ago, one of the reasons why some 
state leaders have launched military actions is that 
they wanted to expulse minorities and enlarge the 
vital space of their people”. It explained 6% of the 
variance. The mean score, 8.30 (SD = 2.33), was 
slightly higher than the mid-point of the agreement 
scale, (p < 0.02).

Table 2 shows the correlations between the 
four factor scores and the other measurements. 
Gaining personal prestige was significantly as-
sociated with hostility. The higher a participant’s 
hostility score, the stronger this participant 
believes that one of the political leaders’ mo-
tives was gaining personal prestige. Exporting 
democratic values was significantly correlated 
with pro-war attitudes, the valuation of national 
strength and order, authoritarian aggression and 
submission, and conventionalism. The higher a 
participant’s scores on these factors, the stronger 
this participant believes that one of the political 
leaders’ motives was the desire to export demo-
cratic values. 
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table 1 
Results of the Exploratory Factor Analysis Conducted on the French Sample (Study 1)

Factors
For some twenty years ago, one of the reasons why some state 

leaders have launched military actions is that they…
PP ED IE TI M SD

… they wanted to prove they were better than famous warriors in history 0.84 -0.04 0.06 0.08 3.43 2.58
… they wanted to prove to themselves that they are clever strategists 0.78 0.00 0.16 0.10 4.45 3.19
… they wanted to identify themselves with Roman Emperors 0.76 0.10 -0.02 0.17 3.20 2.30
... wanted to prove to themselves that they are pitiless 0.73 0.03 0.25 -0.12 4.08 3.05
… wanted to became legends (e.g., Achilles) 0.72 0.03 -0.10 0.15 3.04 2.41
... wanted to prove to themselves that they can lead their people to vic-
tory 0.71 0.16 0.08 0.13 4.94 3.22

… they wanted to identify themselves with military geniuses of the past 0.69 -0.01 0.02 0.06 3.97 2.63
... wanted to prove to themselves that they are courageous 0.68 0.25 0.21 -0.14 4.76 3.30
… wanted to leave their name in history 0.68 0.15 0.05 0.13 3.90 2.73
… wanted to prove to themselves that they are unyielding 0.68 0.16 0.24 -0.07 4.41 2.99
... like military convoys, weapons, and aerial bombing 0.67 -0.02 0.05 0.13 2.99 2.94
… wanted to prove to themselves that they have warriors’ qualities 0.65 0.17 0.15 0.09 5.15 3.23
… did not want their people to shame them 0.64 0.07 0.18 -0.12 3.86 2.55
… wanted their people to view them as paragons of hope 0.64 0.11 0.36 0.01 4.99 3.02
… wanted to train their soldiers in the optimal use of their weapons 0.63 0.05 0.31 0.15 4.66 3.11
... wanted to surpass the war performances of historically famous leaders 0.62 0.04 -0.09 0.11 3.62 2.39
… needed their people’s complete devotion 0.61 0.13 0.29 0.20 4.91 3.10
… wanted their soldiers to be accustomed to their enemy’s suffering 0.55 0.08 0.23 0.12 3.89 2.75
... wanted to prove to themselves that they are relentless 0.54 0.21 0.29 -0.23 6.00 3.51
… wanted to test their new weapons 0.46 0.04 0.38 0.31 6.77 3.59
… wanted to identify themselves with religious warriors of the past 0.45 0.31 0.07 0.15 4.39 3.25
... wanted to fight against dictatorial regimes -0.04 0.76 -0.02 -0.18 8.35 3.36
… wanted to fight for the rights of their population 0.09 0.70 -0.08 -0.01 6.63 3.25
... wanted to free oppressed minorities 0.01 0.67 -0.07 0.22 6.94 3.18
... wanted to help people in their fight for freedom 0.21 0.66 -0.07 0.26 7.28 3.47
… believed they were invested with a political mission 0.14 0.66 0.18 0.04 8.45 3.33
... wanted to help people in their fight for democracy 0.00 0.66 -0.12 -0.03 7.29 3.53
... wanted to fight against terrorism -0.16 0.66 0.04 -0.09 9.09 3.57
… wanted to free hostages 0.15 0.62 -0.07 0.27 6.95 3.12
… wanted to abolish cultural practices that they judge immoral 0.10 0.62 0.26 0.13 7.52 3.56
… wanted to preventively defend their country against an aggressor 0.14 0.59 0.33 0.15 8.03 3.18
… wanted to defend allied countries that were aggressed 0.25 0.50 0.12 0.28 7.52 3.12
... wanted to prove to themselves that they are able to spread justice 0.27 0.49 0.27 -0.36 6.77 3.63
... wanted to prove to themselves that they can preserve or restore the 
dignity of their country 0.39 0.48 0.09 -0.02 6.51 3.14

… believed that they were invested with a mission of civilization 0.28 0.44 0.38 -0.17 7.53 3.65
... thought it was good for their country’s economy 0.14 -0.01 0.76 -0.06 8.52 3.99
... wanted to satisfy the military-industrial lobbies of their country 0.13 -0.05 0.70 0.16 7.88 3.90
… thought it can invigorate their country’s economy 0.18 -0.14 0.70 0.01 7.24 3.78
... wanted to seize material resources 0.01 0.04 0.67 0.25 11.04 2.99
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Factors
For some twenty years ago, one of the reasons why some state 

leaders have launched military actions is that they…
PP ED IE TI M SD

... wanted to dismantle a power that acted against their economic inter-
ests, and make a new world order emerge 0.17 0.18 0.53 0.21 8.22 3.44

… wanted to justify the Defense budget 0.40 0.05 0.52 -0.08 6.06 3.63
… wanted to fight against hostile partisans’ groups 0.03 0.34 0.48 0.43 8.69 3.10
… wanted to submit different populations to their will 0.23 0.14 0.40 0.30 8.97 3.24
… wanted to expulse minorities and enlarge the vital space of their 
people 0.01 0.09 0.39 0.59 9.35 3.22

... wanted to recover lost territories 0.20 0.30 0.21 0.59 7.94 3.31
… wanted to extend their religion to other areas in the world 0.11 0.30 0.30 0.57 8.60 3.55
… wanted to take possession of new territories 0.18 -0.11 -0.00 0.49 7.31 3.26
… wanted to destroy a country that was perceived as an enemy 0.17 0.38 0.38 0.32 8.54 3.40
Explained Variance 10.05 6.19 4.73 2.74
Percent of total 0.21 0.13 0.10 0.06

PP = Gaining popularity and personal prestige, ED = Exporting democratic values abroad, IE = Increasing economic power,  
TI = Territorial issues.
Source: own work

table 2 
Mean Scores and Standard Deviation for each Scale. Demographic Characteristics. Correlations with the Factors.

Questionnaires
Factors

Ni Range M SD PP ED IE TI
Agreeableness 5 1-5 4.12 0.74 0.02 0.04 0.20* 0.09
Neuroticism 5 1-5 3.13 0.82 0.14 0.06 0.04 0.02
Conscientiousness 5 1-5 3.20 0.96 0.01 0.06 0.16 0.08
Extraversion 5 1-5 3.43 0.77 -0.07 0.03 0.11 -0.08
Openness 5 1-5 3.50 0.61 -0.07 0.09 0.14 0.05
Anger 5 1-5 2.68 0.77 0.04 0.08 -0.09 -0.08
Physical Aggression 5 1-5 2.86 0.92 0.02 0.06 -0.06 -0.09
Hostility 5 1-5 2.59 0.84 0.20* 0.13 0.05 0.11
Verbal Aggression 5 1-5 2.91 0.71 0.04 0.09 0.04 0.07
Social Dominance 5 1-7 5.67 1.12 0.02 -0.06 0.16 0.09
Pro-War questionnaire 5 1-5 2.55 0.81 -0.01 0.26* -0.00 -0.00
International Harmony and Equity 5 1-7 5.56 1.11 0.12 0.05 0.25* 0.22*
National Strength and Order 3 1-7 4.49 1.47 0.07 0.17* -0.12 -0.04
Authoritarian Aggression 5 1-7 3.29 1.19 0.12 0.20* -0.24* -0.14
Authoritarian Submission 5 1-7 3.56 1.06 0.01 0.28* -0.30* -0.18*
Conventionality 5 1-7 2.95 0.97 0.12 0.24* -0.18* -0.04
Gender (25,9 % of females) 0.01 -0.03 0.07 -0.05
Age 18-30 21.3 3.67 0.06 -0.05 0.07 0.02
Educational Level -0.03 0.04 0.12 0.07

* p < 0.01, PP = Gaining popularity and personal prestige, ED = Exporting democratic values abroad, IE = Increasing econo-
mic power, TI = Territorial issues.
Source: own work
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Increasing economic power is significantly cor-
related with agreeableness, with the valuation of 
international harmony and equality, with authori-
tarian aggression and submission, and with con-
ventionalism. The higher a participant’s agree-
ableness score or international harmony score, the 
stronger this participant believes that one of the 
political leaders’ motives was the desire to increase 
the economic power. The higher a participant’s 
authoritarianism score, the weaker this partici-
pant believes that one of the political leader’s mo-
tives was the desire to increase economic power. 
Finally, the territorial issues significantly correlate 
with the valuation of international harmony and 
equality, and with authoritarian submission. The 
higher participants scored on international har-
mony and equality questionnaire, the more they 
believe that one of the political leaders’ motives 
was the desire to take over territories. In contrast, 
it also turned out that authoritarian submission 
approval seems to be slightly inversely related to 
the notion that the territorial expropriation is a 
core motive for war. 

Discussion

Study 1 was aimed at analyzing people’s views 
regarding the root motives that have led political 
leaders to launch military actions against other 
states. The hypothesis was that a three-factor struc-
ture of motives would be evidenced that comprises 
one factor related to the gaining of power, one factor 
related to the gaining of popularity and prestige, 
and one factor related to the exportation of demo-
cratic values abroad. 

In fact, a slightly more complex structure was 
found, which comprised an additional factor that 
was related to territorial issues. The hypothesis 
can, nevertheless, be considered as well supported 
by the data: The additional factor appeared to be 
a factor that was related to the idea of an increase 
in power, and which complemented the increase 
of economic power factor. It has also been found 
that these two power motive factors are the ones 
that are most strongly endorsed by the participants, 
followed by the exportation of democratic values 

factor. The gaining popularity and personal prestige 
factor appeared to be much less endorsed than the 
other factors. 

Study 1 was also aimed at examining the cor-
relates of these factors, in terms of participants’ 
personality, and participants’ basic attitudes to 
war, aggression, and authoritarianism. The nice 
pattern of associations that has been found helped 
at uncovering the meaning of the motives factors. 
Participants who share authoritarian attitudes 
tended to consider the motives to go to war in a 
more positive light than the other participants. 
They tended to attribute nobler motives to politi-
cal leaders than the other participants. In some 
way, they tend to “justify” the decisions of political 
leaders through the invocation of a noble objec-
tive: promoting democratic values. At the same 
time, they tend to dismiss the idea that political 
leaders go to war because they are moved by “ego-
centric” economic considerations. These finding 
are consistent with previous findings showing an 
association between right wing authoritarianism 
and positive attitudes to war (Cohrs & Moschner, 
2002; Doty, Winter, Peterson & Kemmelmeier, 
1997; McFarland, 2005; Pratto et al., 1994), and 
with previous findings that examined lay people’s 
moral justification of the acceptance of war (Ban-
dura, 1999; Jackson & Gaertner, 2010; Grussen-
dorf, McAlister, Sandstrom, Udd & Morrison, 
2002; McAlister, 2001).

In contrast, the participants who share anti-
authoritarian attitudes tended to consider the 
motives to go to war in a more negative light 
than the other participants. In fact, they tended 
to “interpret” the decisions of the political lead-
ers in the same way as scholars that work in the 
area of conflict studies; that is, promoting ones’ 
state interests. At the same time, they tended to 
dismiss the idea that political leaders go to war 
because they are moved by “altruistic” democratic 
considerations. 

In sum, Study 1 showed that, as expected, 
people have structured views about the motives 
for which political leaders decide to go to war. As 
also expected, these views appeared at least partly 
shaped by their personality, and in particular by 
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the views they have regarding the role of authority 
in society or in the international arena.

Study 2 

As previously stated, Study 2 was aimed at testing 
the robustness of the four-factor model that was 
evidenced in Study 1 – gaining popularity and per-
sonal prestige, exporting democratic values abroad, 
increasing the state’s economic power, and territo-
rial issues, using another sample of participants 
from France, and using confirmatory techniques. 
It was also aimed at testing the robustness of the 
relationships between each of the four factors and 
the various measurements that were used in Study 
1. In particular, it was expected that participants 
holding authoritarian attitudes should view the mo-
tives of war as more altruistic in character (export-
ing democratic values abroad) and less egoistic in 
character (increasing the power of one’s state) than 
participants holding opposite attitudes. 

Method

Participants 

79 females and 116 males living in the south of 
France were the participants. Their age ranged from 
18 to 32 and the mean age was 25.38 (SD = 9.46). 
They were students from the various universities 
in Toulouse, France. As in Study 1, participants 
were unpaid. 

Material and Procedure 

The material consisted of six questionnaires. As 
in Study 1, these questionnaires were written in 
French. The first questionnaire was the Motives of 
Wars questionnaire that was made of 16 items, four 
items for each of the four factors that were identi-
fied in Study 1. These items are shown in Table 3. 
The second questionnaire was composed of the 
same 25 personality items that were taken from the 
International Pool of Items of Personality ([IPIP], 
Goldberg, 1999). The third questionnaire was the 
Social Dominance Orientation questionnaire that 

comprised 16 items. The fourth questionnaire was 
the Anderson’s version of the Pro-War Attitude 
questionnaire (Anderson et al., 2006) that com-
prised 11 items. Because it has been cross-nationally 
validated we selected the Schwartz’s instrument to 
measure human values in the following surveys. 
Then, the fifth instrument was the Portrait Values 
Questionnaire (Schwartz, 2006). It was composed 
of 40 short descriptions of people referring to value 
types. Each portrait measured one of the following 
values: Self-Direction (4 items, e.g., It is important 
to him to make his own decisions about what he 
does. He likes to be free to plan and to choose his 
activities for himself.), Power (3 items, e.g., It is 
important to her to be rich. She wants to have a 
lot of money and expensive things.), Universalism 
(6 items, e.g., He thinks it is important that every 
person in the world be treated equally. He wants 
justice for everybody, even for people he doesn’t 
know.), Achievement (4 items, e.g., It is very impor-
tant to her to show her abilities. She wants people 
to admire what she does.), Security (5 items, e.g., 
It is important to him to live in secure surround-
ings. He avoids anything that might endanger his 
safety.), Stimulation (3 items, e.g., She thinks it is 
important to do lots of different things in life. She 
always looks for new things to try), Conformity (4 
items, e.g., He believes that people should do what 
they are told to do. He thinks people should follow 
rules at all times, even when no-one is watching.), 
Benevolence (4 items, e.g., It is very important to 
her to help the people around her. She wants to 
care for other people), Hedonism (3 items, e.g., 
He seeks every chance he can to have fun. It is 
important to him to do things that give him plea-
sure), and Tradition (4 items, e.g., Religious belief 
is important to her. She tries hard to do what her 
religion requires). Participants reported the degree 
of likeness between them and the fictitious person 
on 6-point response scales ranging from 1 = very 
dissimilar to 6 = very similar. 

The sixth questionnaire was the Right Wing 
Authoritarianism questionnaire (Altemeyer, 1996). 
It was composed of three scales measuring au-
thoritarian aggression, authoritarian submission, 
and conventionalism. For each separate scale, the 
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alpha values computed on the sample that was 
indicated in Table 4. The procedure was the same 
as in Study 1.

Results and Discussion

A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted on 
the raw data. The model tested was the four-factor 
correlated model that is shown in Table 3. The 
values of the fit indices were 0.9 (GFI), 0.93 (CFI), 
178.21 (χ²), 1.8 (χ²/df), 0.06 [0.05-0.08] (RMSEA), 

and 0.08 (RMSR). All path coefficients were sig-
nificant.

Table 4 shows the correlations between the 
four-factor structure and the other measurements. 
Exporting democratic values was significantly cor-
related with openness, security, conformity, tradi-
tion, authoritarian aggression, and conventional-
ism. The lower a participant’s scores on openness, 
the stronger this participant believes that one of the 
political leaders’ motives was the desire to export 
democratic values. The higher a participant’s scores 

table 3 
Results of the Confirmatory Factor Analysis Conducted on the French and the Algerian Samples

From about twenty years ago, one of 
the reasons why some state leaders have 
launched military actions is that they…

France Algeria

Factors Factors

PP ED IE TI t PP ED IE TI t

... wanted to surpass the war performances of histori-
cally famous leaders 0.74 17.76 0.72 14.27

... wanted to prove to themselves that they are re-
lentless 0.85 25.33 0.71 14.18

... wanted to prove to themselves that they can lead 
their people to victory 0.71 16.24 0.57 9.28

... like military convoys, weapons, and aerial bom-
bing 0.57 10.14 0.69 13.17

... wanted to help people in their fight for democracy 0.61 9.21 0.50 6.85

... wanted to fight against dictatorial regimes 0.68 10.70 0.73 10.75

... wanted to fight against terrorism 0.55 7.97 0.66 9.55

... wanted to free oppressed minorities 0.56 8.16 0.35 2.91

... thought it was good for their country’s economy 0.65 13.18 0.68 12.25

... wanted to seize material resources 0.77 19.56 0.49 7.15

... wanted to dismantle a power that acted against 
their economic interests 0.79 21.33 0.63 10.70

... wanted to satisfy the military-industrial lobbies in 
their country 0.71 15.88 0.76 14.65

... wanted to take possession of new territories 0.78 22.84 0.53 8.32

... wanted to recover lost territories 0.77 21.80 0.66 12.20

... wanted to enlarge the vital space of their people 0.69 16.11 0.60 10.37

... wanted to prevent an enemy from seizing territo-
ries 0.89 35.55 0.84 19.24

M 5.01 7.45 9.87 8.50 6.72 8.00 10.4 9.17
SD 2.65 2.41 2.79 2.86 3.27 2.52 2.38 2.68
Alpha 0.81 0.69 0.82 0.88 0.76 0.62 0.73 0.79

PP = Gaining popularity and personal prestige, ED = Exporting democratic values abroad, IE = Increasing economic power,  
TI = Territorial issues.
Source: own work
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on the other factors, the stronger this participant 
believes that one of the political leaders’ motives 
was the desire to export democratic values. Increas-
ing economic power is significantly correlated with 
self-direction, authoritarian aggression and sub-
mission, and with conventionalism. The higher a 
participant’s self-direction score, the stronger this 
participant believes that one of the political leaders’ 
motives was the desire to increase economic power. 
(Self-direction was the only value of the openness 
to change superordinate dimension that exhibited a 
significant correlation). The higher the participant’s 
authoritarianism score, the weaker this participant 
believes that one of the political leaders’ motives 
was the desire to increase economic power. 

In sum, the four-factor model that was evi-
denced in Study 1 – gaining popularity and per-
sonal prestige, exporting democratic values abroad, 
increasing the state’s economic power, and territo-
rial issues – was found to satisfactorily fit new data 
from another sample of participants. In addition, 
the most important relationships evidenced in 
Study 1 between each of the four factors and the 
various measurements were also found: Authoritar-
ian/conformist attitudes strongly predict the way 
people “interpret” political leaders’ motives. People 
that hold authoritarian/conformist attitudes tend 
to ennoble these motives, whereas people with op-
posite attitudes tend to see them more or less in 
the same light as political scientists, who tend to 

table 4 
Mean Scores and Standard Deviation for Each Scale. Demographic Characteristics. Correlations with the Factors (Study 2)

Questionnaires
Factors

N Range M SD PP ED IE TI

Agreeableness 5 1-5 3.69 0.60 -0.04 0.03 -0.02 -0.01
Neuroticism 5 1-5 2.53 0.54 0.07 0.00 0.01 0.09
Conscientiousness 5 1-5 3.30 0.60 -0.14 0.02 -0.05 -0.08
Extraversion 5 1-5 3.13 0.70 -0.14 -0.04 -0.05 -0.06
Openness 5 1-5 3.64 0.53 0.10 -0.22* 0.10 0.05
Self-Direction 4 1-6 4.73 0.71 0.09 -0.00 0.22* 0.09
Power 2 1-6 2.58 1.06 0.07 0.11 -0.01 0.01
Universalism 5 1-6 4.87 0.68 0.08 0.05 0.10 0.04
Achievement 4 1-6 3.54 1.07 0.08 0.16 0.03 0.08
Security 5 1-6 3.71 1.00 0.03 0.27* -0.15 0.06
Stimulation 3 1-6 4.27 0.90 0.09 0.03 0.04 -0.02
Conformity 4 1-6 3.95 0.96 0.07 0.31* -0.14 0.01
Benevolence 4 1-6 4.60 0.73 0.05 0.11 0.02 0.11
Hedonism 3 1-6 4.72 0.97 0.03 -0.01 0.08 0.02
Tradition 4 1-6 3.21 0.86 0.02 0.21* -0.11 0.05
Social Dominance 5 1-7 5.68 1.05 0.01 -0.10 0.17 0.04
Pro-War questionnaire 5 1-5 2.39 0.87 0.09 0.11 -0.02 0.01
Authoritarian Aggression 5 1-7 2.98 1.25 0.13 0.24* -0.20* 0.06
Authoritarian Submission 5 1-7 3.41 1.10 -0.05 0.13 -0.22* -0.05
Conventionality 5 1-7 2.91 1.08 -0.00 0.23* -0.19* -0.00
Gender (39% of females) 1 -0.02 -0.02 0.10 -0.17
Age 1 18-32 25.38 9.46 -0.03 0.03 -0.07 -0.17

* p < 0.01, PP = Gaining popularity and personal prestige, ED = Exporting democratic values abroad, IE = Increasing econo-
mic power, TI = Territorial issues.
Source: own work
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emphasize power motives over educational motives. 
The introduction of the portrait values question-
naire allowed a better understanding of the four 
factor model. The readiness to view the war as a 
way of promoting progressive type of governance 
was positively associated with conservative values. 
This finding is consistent with previous ones show-
ing a connection between militaristic attitudes and 
conservative values (Bègue & Apostolidis, 2000; 
Mayton, Peters & Owens, 1999). The fact that self-
direction was positively correlated with a power mo-
tive (war as negative), was consistent with findings 
that related self-direction to antinuclear activism 
(Mayton & Furnham, 1994).

Study 3

As Study 2, Study 3 was aimed at testing, using 
confirmatory techniques, the robustness of the 
four-factor model – gaining popularity and personal 
prestige, exporting democratic values abroad, in-
creasing the state’s economic power, and territorial 
issues, on a new sample of participants, but, this 
time, on a sample of participants who were older 
and culturally different from the participants within 
Studies 1 and 2: A sample of adult participants liv-
ing in the Maghreb. In other words, Study 3 was 
aimed at testing the cross-age and cross-cultural 
robustness of the four-factor model. 

Study 3 was also aimed at re-examining the re-
lationships between each of the four factors and the 
various measurements that were used in Study 2. It 
was expected that, among Maghrebi participants, 
traditional/authoritarian attitudes should lead par-
ticipants to view the motives of war in a completely 
different light as the one that was found among the 
Western European participants. 

Maghrebi people (Algeria) in particular, and 
possibly the Arabs in general, tend to view them-
selves as the victims of most of the wars that have 
been launched during the recent decades. Nowa-
days, the Algerian self-representation is mainly de-
fined in reference to the long war of independence 
(Stora, 2003, p. 15). The collective remembering 
symbolized by both cult of heroes and national 
trauma is promoted by the FLN The Algerian 

political culture is marked by the dominance of 
these elites claiming their ruling legitimacy on the 
grounds of “revolutionary credentials” (Mcqueen, 
2009, p. 94). Algeria is a country in which power is 
highly centralized. In addition, owing to the threat 
of Islamic terrorist movements, the level of milita-
rization of Algeria is high. After the colonial war, 
Algeria strove to live up more thoroughly to their 
traditional values as a way of rejecting the Euro-
pean hegemony (Bourdieu, 1998). As a result, it is 
unlikely that the more traditional people among 
them, the ones that are most opposed to Western 
influence, view the political leaders’ motives in a 
positive light. Rather, they should view these mo-
tives in a more negative light than people with less 
traditional views; that is, they should see these 
motives as more “egoistic” in character (increasing 
economic power) and as less “altruistic” in character 
(exporting democratic values) than the participants 
holding less traditional/authoritarian views. 

Method

Participants 

Algerian participants agreed to participate without 
financial compensation. All participants were re-
cruited within the town of Annaba; they completed 
a paper-and-pencil questionnaire. The participants 
were all Arab speakers and were therefore familiar 
with modern written Arabic into which the mate-
rial has been translated. Most of the participants 
were students (N = 130), including undergraduates 
and postgraduates. There was also various profes-
sionals, individuals from associations. The sample 
comprised 180 participants ranged from 18 to 60 
years (M = 32.50, SD = 11.52, 104 women, 69 men 
and 7 people who did not report any demographic 
information).

Material and Procedure 

The material consisted of the same first six ques-
tionnaires used in Study 2. The sixth question-
naire was the Zakrisson’s (2005) version of the 
Right Wing Authoritarism questionnaire. As the 
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original version, it was composed of three scales 
measuring Authoritarian Aggression (e.g., If the 
society so wants, it is the duty of every true citi-
zen to help to eliminate the evil that poisons our 
country from within.), Authoritarian Submission 
(e.g., Our country needs a powerful leader, in or-
der to destroy the radical and immoral currents 
prevailing in society today.), and Convention-
alism (e.g., It would be best if newspapers were 
censored so that people would not be able to get 
hold of destructive and disgusting material). This 
questionnaire was chosen because it was shorter 
and also because it seemed easier to administer 
to the Maghrebi sample than the original version. 
Indeed, the Zakrisson’s version of the question-
naire comprised shortened and simplified items. 
Moreover, it excludes items referring explicitly to 
sexuality; by doing that, we avoided the risk of 
offending the Algerian’s religious susceptibility.

These questionnaires were written in Arabic. 
In designing the Arabic version of the items, 
guidelines proposed in the literature on cross-cul-
tural methodology were followed as closely as pos-
sible (e.g., independent, blind back-translations, 
educated translation, small-scale pretests). Also, 
one of the authors was fluent both in English, 
in Arabic and in French, and was able to detect 
any inconsistencies in the material. As wars and 
conflicts have the same basic meaning in both 
contexts, it was relatively easy to find equivalent 
terms. 

Results

A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted 
on the raw data. The model tested was the four-
factor correlated model that is shown in Table 3. 
The values of the fit indices were 0.89 (GFI), 0.87 
(CFI), 194.21 (χ²), 1.85 (χ²/df), 0.07 [0.06-0.09] 
(RMSEA), and 0.08 (RMSR). All path coefficients 
were significant.

Table 5 shows the correlations between the 
four-factor structure and the other measurements. 
Gaining popularity and personal prestige was sig-
nificantly correlated with security, conformity, 
tradition, pro-war attitudes, and authoritarian ag-

gression. The higher a participant’s scores on these 
factors, the stronger this participant believed that 
one of the political leaders’ motives was the desire 
to gain popularity and personal prestige. Increas-
ing the economic power is significantly correlated 
with authoritarian aggression. The higher a par-
ticipant’s authoritarianism score, the higher this 
participant believed that one of the leaders’ mo-
tives was the desire to increase economic power. 
Territorial issues are significantly correlated with 
conformity, tradition, and pro-war attitudes. The 
higher a participant’s scores on these factors, the 
stronger this participant believed that one of the 
political leaders’ motives was the desire to gain or 
to “clean” territory.

Comparing the Algerian and French Data 

A series of covariance analysis were also conduct-
ed with the various motives to go to war scores as 
the criteria, country as the predictor, and gender 
and age as the covariates. The Maghrebi’s gaining 
popularity and personal prestige score (M = 6.72) 
was significantly higher than the correspond-
ing French score (M = 5.01), F(1, 371) = 19.21, 
p < 0.001. 

Another series of covariance analysis were con-
ducted with the scores shown in Table 4 and 5 as 
the criteria, country as the predictor, and gender 
and age as the covariates. The Maghrebi’s mean 
security score (M = 4.59) was significantly higher 
than the French one (M = 3.72), F(1, 340) = 48.16, 
p < 0.001. The Maghrebi’s conformity score 
(M = 4.43) was significantly higher than the French 
one (M = 3.94), F(1, 338) =15.53, p < 0.001. The 
Maghrebi’s tradition score (M = 3.96) was sig-
nificantly higher than the French one (M = 3.21), 
F(1, 339) = 34.30, p < 0.001. Finally, the French’s 
social dominance score (M = 5.68) was signifi-
cantly higher than the Maghrebi’s score (M = 5.22), 
F(1, 335) = 11.37, p < 0.001.

Discussion

The model that was evidenced in Study 1 was found 
to satisfactorily fit the data from the sample of 
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Maghrebi participants. In addition, the mean scores 
were similar, except for the gaining of popularity 
and personal prestige factor that was higher among 
the Maghrebi participants. This difference may be 
explained by the fact that the Algerians tend, for 
historical reasons, to perceive political power as a 
more personal issue than French people. 

As expected, the relationship between traditional/
authoritarian attitudes and the various motives of 
wars were reversed as compared with what was ob-
served in Studies 1 and 2. The stronger relationships 
were found in the gaining popularity and personal 
prestige factor, and among the territorial issues factor. 
Among Maghrebi participants, traditional/authori-
tarian attitudes were more strongly endorsed than 

among French participants. These attitudes led the 
Maghrebi participants to view the motives of war as 
clearly associated with egoistic preoccupations and 
with imperialistic concerns from the part of the lead-
ers. In other words, traditional/authoritarian attitudes 
were, as expected, associated with the perception of 
the motives of war in a very negative light.

General Discussion 

The present set of studies examined the way people 
from two very different countries perceive the mo-
tives that lead political leaders to launch armed 
actions against other states. Based on McClelland’s 
(1985) theory of human motivation, three types 

table 5 
Mean Scores and Standard Deviation for Each Scale. Demographic Characteristics. Correlations with the Factors (Study 3)

Questionnaires
Factors

N Range M SD PP ED IE TI
Agreeableness 5 1-5 4.12 0.74 -0.04 -0.01 0.06 -0.11
Neuroticism 5 1-5 3.13 0.82 0.12 -0.04 0.09 0.03
Conscientiousness 5 1-5 3.20 0.96 0.10 0.00 0.03 0.11
Extraversion 5 1-5 3.43 0.77 0.10 0.03 0.02 -0.05
Openness 5 1-5 3.50 0.61 0.01 -0.01 -0.03 0.01
Self-Direction 4 1-6 4.65 0.72 0.01 -0.06 -0.06 0.17
Power 2 1-6 2.68 1.15 -0.06 -0.03 0.04 0.04
Universalism 5 1-6 4.86 0.77 0.04 0.06 -0.00 0.11
Achievement 4 1-6 3.67 0.98 -0.03 -0.05 0.01 0.03
Security 5 1-6 4.60 0.93 0.22* 0.01 0.11 0.17
Stimulation 3 1-6 4.01 0.98 -0.14 0.00 -0.11 0.15
Conformity 4 1-6 4.45 0.90 0.22* -0.06 0.13 0.19*
Benevolence 4 1-6 4.78 0.86 0.13 0.06 -0.00 0.05
Hedonism 3 1-6 4.59 0.94 -0.11 0.07 -0.16 0.06
Tradition 4 1-6 3.97 1.02 0.31* -0.10 0.08 0.22*
Social Dominance 5 1-7 5.22 0.96 0.02 0.11 0.02 0.04
Pro-War questionnaire 5 1-5 3.41 0.88 0.33* -0.03 0.17 0.28*
Authoritarian Aggression 5 1-7 5.05 1.33 0.40* -0.03 0.24* 0.14
Authoritarian Submission 5 1-7 3.21 0.77 -0.13 -0.07 0.07 -0.14
Conventionality 5 1-7 4.78 0.97 0.00 -0.02 -0.04 0.04
Gender (42% of females) 1 -0.07 0.05 0.09 -0.06
Age 1 18-60 32.50 11.52 0.27* 0.04 0.02 0.03

* p < 0.01, PP = Gaining popularity and personal prestige, ED = Exporting democratic values abroad, IE = Increasing econo-
mic power, TI = Territorial issues.
Source: own work
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of possible perceived motives were considered: 
motives associated with the state’s power (e.g., in-
creasing the country’s economic power), motives 
associated with the other states’ political charac-
ter (e.g., whether neighboring states are relatively 
peaceful democracies or dangerous autocracies), 
and motives associated with domestic issues (e.g., 
appearing as a strong leader able to efficiently fight 
for the security of the country). Certain factors 
that have been found for the questionnaire of mo-
tives are strikingly similar to those observed in a 
study conducted by Stagner (1942) during World 
War II, which found that people believe that wars 
are caused by economic rivalries, national impe-
rialism, munitions makers, and political leaders 
desiring power.

Analyses of the data gathered from these two 
countries showed that this model holds, with the 
condition that the increasing power perceived 
motive is divided into two separate motives: one 
associated with the economy and one associated 
with the territory. Indisputably, people have struc-
tured conceptions of the motives that lead leaders 
to launch armed action against other states (oth-
erwise no factor could have been evidenced), and 
the motives people invoke are different and form a 
richer set than the “objective” set of motives that 
is suggested by political scholars. 

Understandably, people’s views are partly shaped 
by their political environment and by their attitudes 
towards conflicts. First, the motives of war tend 
to be seen as more personal and as more associ-
ated with domestic issues among people living in a 
country that is not wholly democratic yet (Algeria) 
than among people living in an old (although far 
from perfect) democracy (France). Secondly, among 
traditional/authoritarian people living in a rich, de-
veloped country (that would be able to successfully 
face others’ aggressions), the motives of war tend to 
be seen in a more positive light than among liberal 
people living in this country. However, among tra-
ditional/authoritarian people living in a relatively 
poor, developing country (that could be the victim 
of others’ aggressions), and the motives of war tend 
to be seen in a more negative light than among 
liberal people living in this country. 

This complex set of findings supports the use-
fulness of the four-factor model of motives. Con-
sidering only the French data, it could have been 
argued that the only two factors that matter are 
increasing the economic power and exporting 
democracy. The territorial issue factor could have 
been considered as a twin for the economic power 
factor, and the gaining popularity factor could 
have been considered as not important, owing to 
its low endorsement by people. The Algerian data, 
however, show that these two factors are important 
and can play a strong role. This is probably because, 
in not-fully democratic states, personal power is, as 
already stated, a salient reality. This is also because, 
in geographic areas where borders are not already 
well established, the territorial issues keep being 
salient ones. 

Future studies should test whether the model of 
psychological motives that has been suggested in 
the present set of studies also hold in other African 
and Asiatic countries. Future studies should also 
explore the way this model can be extended; that is, 
whether additional factors are needed. Finally, the 
four-factor structure could be used as a convenient 
tool to capture, in a very synthetic way, the way 
people from different countries and cultures inter-
pret the leaders’ motives behind such armed actions 
as the Iran-Iraq war, the India-Pakistan conflicts, 
the invasion of Kuwait, or the recent intervention 
in Afghanistan by allied forces, to only quote a few, 
and the evolution of this perception as time elapses. 
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