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Defining Attitudes and Conflict Context

Attitudes toward armed conflict represent complex psychological constructs that encompass an

individual's evaluations, beliefs, and behavioral intentions regarding the initiation, prosecution, and

resolution of large-scale, usually intergroup, violence. These attitudes are rarely monolithic; they

exist along a continuum ranging from staunch pacifism and absolute opposition to overt militarism

and the enthusiastic endorsement of aggressive action. Understanding this spectrum requires

acknowledging that conflict attitudes are functionally different from general political opinions, as

they often involve deeper affective components tied to survival, group identity, and moral

frameworks. An attitude, in this context, can be defined by three primary components: the

cognitive component (beliefs about the conflict's causes, legitimacy, and likely outcomes), the

affective component (emotions such as fear, anger, or pride associated with the conflict), and the

conative component (behavioral readiness, such as willingness to fight or support sanctions).

The interaction between these elements determines the strength and persistence of the individual's

stance, especially when faced with conflicting information or high-stakes governmental decisions.

The context in which armed conflict occurs profoundly shapes the prevailing attitudes within a

population. A perceived threat to national security, for example, tends to homogenize attitudes,

increasing support for aggressive measures and suppressing internal dissent, a phenomenon often

explained by the concept of "rally 'round the flag" effects. Conversely, conflicts perceived as

discretionary, ideological, or lacking clear objectives often generate more fragmented and

ambivalent attitudes, leading to widespread public debate and skepticism regarding the necessity

of military engagement. Furthermore, the distance, both geographical and psychological, between

the individual and the conflict theater significantly mediates attitude formation. Individuals directly

affected by violence--those in immediate proximity or those with family members serving--

experience intense, often negative, emotional responses that differ substantially from the more

abstract, policy-oriented evaluations made by observers in distant, secure nations. This contextual

variability necessitates a highly nuanced approach to measurement and interpretation, recognizing

that stability and change in conflict attitudes are intrinsically linked to the shifting fortunes and

narratives surrounding the military operations themselves.

A key distinction in the study of conflict attitudes lies between general militarism--a stable

predisposition toward using force as a solution to international disputes--and specific attitudes

toward a particular, ongoing war. General militarism is often rooted in deeply held political

ideologies, trust in governmental authority, and perceptions of national exceptionalism, serving as

a relatively consistent predictor of support for defense spending and foreign intervention. Specific

war attitudes, however, are highly volatile and responsive to immediate events, casualty counts,

media coverage, and elite rhetoric. For instance, initial widespread support for a military action may

erode rapidly following high non-combatant casualties or the failure to achieve stated objectives,

demonstrating the powerful role of efficacy beliefs in maintaining public endorsement. Therefore,
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psychological research must carefully delineate whether it is measuring a fundamental, enduring

belief system regarding the utility of force or a transient, event-driven evaluation of a specific

geopolitical crisis.

Psychological Determinants of Conflict Attitudes (Micro-level)

Individual psychological characteristics play a critical role in predisposing people toward certain

attitudes regarding armed conflict. Research consistently highlights the influence of personality

traits, especially those related to social dominance and authoritarianism. Individuals scoring high

on measures of Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA) tend to exhibit greater deference to

established authority, aggression toward out-groups, and adherence to conventional norms,

making them significantly more likely to support aggressive foreign policies and military

interventions endorsed by perceived legitimate leaders. Similarly, those high in Social Dominance

Orientation (SDO) possess a strong desire for group hierarchies and inequality, leading them to

favor policies that maintain the dominance of their in-group (the nation) over perceived subordinate

or threatening out-groups, thus readily endorsing military action intended to establish or maintain

global superiority. These core psychological tendencies act as powerful filters through which

conflict-related information is processed, often leading to motivated reasoning that reinforces pre-

existing hierarchical and punitive worldviews.

Beyond broad ideological traits, basic psychological needs also heavily influence conflict attitudes.

The need for security and control is paramount; when individuals perceive an external threat to

their physical safety, economic stability, or cultural values, support for defensive (and sometimes

pre-emptive) military action increases dramatically. This reaction is often mediated by feelings of

vulnerability and uncertainty, which the aggressive posture of the state attempts to alleviate by

promising protection and decisive action. Furthermore, the need for meaning and self-esteem is

frequently satisfied through identification with a powerful, successful national entity. Armed conflict

provides a dramatic context for individuals to prove their loyalty, sacrifice for the greater good, and

reinforce a positive self-image rooted in the perceived moral superiority of their nation. When war

narratives successfully link military success with national honor and individual virtue, the affective

component of conflict attitudes becomes highly positive, overriding considerations of cost or ethical

concern.

Individual differences in cognitive style also modulate the formation of conflict attitudes. For

instance, individuals high in the Need for Closure (NFC) often prefer quick, unambiguous answers

and resist cognitive complexity, making them susceptible to simplistic, black-and-white narratives

often deployed during wartime--such as the clear distinction between "good" in-group and "evil"

out-group. This cognitive preference minimizes the distress associated with uncertainty and moral

ambiguity inherent in conflict situations. Conversely, individuals who tolerate ambiguity and engage

in extensive deliberation (low NFC) are more likely to scrutinize official narratives, consider non-
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military alternatives, and express reservations about the ethics of engagement. These individual

psychological profiles demonstrate that attitudes toward conflict are not merely reflections of

external policy but are deeply rooted in the enduring ways people perceive threat, structure their

social world, and manage existential uncertainty.

Sociocultural and Group Influences (Meso-level)

Attitudes toward armed conflict are fundamentally intergroup phenomena, heavily mediated by

sociocultural factors and group dynamics. Social Identity Theory (SIT) and Self-Categorization

Theory (SCT) provide crucial frameworks, positing that individuals derive a significant portion of

their self-esteem from the status and achievements of their in-group (the nation). When a nation is

involved in conflict, individuals tend to heighten their identification with the national group, leading

to increased favoritism for the in-group and corresponding derogation of the out-group, often

involving processes of dehumanization. This psychological shift is essential for mobilizing public

support, as it justifies aggressive actions that would normally be unacceptable on an interpersonal

level by recasting them as necessary defense against a morally inferior or existential threat. The

stronger the identification with the national group, the more likely the individual is to endorse

policies that prioritize the group's perceived interests, even at great cost.

The role of political and media elites in shaping conflict attitudes is undeniable. Governments and

organized interest groups utilize sophisticated strategies of propaganda and narrative framing to

define the conflict, assign blame, and justify military necessity. Framing refers to the selection of

certain aspects of a perceived reality to make them more salient in a communication text, thereby

promoting a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment

recommendation. Effective wartime framing often emphasizes themes of victimization, defense of

sacred values, and the inevitable necessity of force, while simultaneously censoring or minimizing

information regarding civilian casualties, military setbacks, or the economic burden of the war. The

media acts as a critical conduit for these frames; even in democratic societies, journalists often rely

heavily on official sources during crisis periods, leading to an "indexing" effect where the range of

acceptable debate mirrors the consensus among political elites, thus narrowing the scope for

critical public attitude formation.

Social norms and peer influence also exert powerful pressure on conflict attitudes. In contexts

where military service is highly valued or where nationalistic fervor is strong, expressing anti-war

sentiment can lead to significant social exclusion or condemnation, triggering a spiral of silence

effect. Individuals often engage in pluralistic ignorance, mistakenly believing that their private

reservations about a conflict are unique, while publicly conforming to the perceived majority

opinion. This conformity mechanism is amplified in tightly knit communities or during periods of

intense national mobilization. Conversely, the emergence of vocal counter-movements or anti-war

social organizations can create alternative social norms, providing a platform for individuals to
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safely express dissenting views and thereby catalyze large-scale attitude shifts, particularly when

these movements are endorsed by respected cultural or moral authorities.

Cognitive Biases and Information Processing

The formation of attitudes toward armed conflict is heavily influenced by systemic cognitive biases

that distort the rational processing of information. One of the most prevalent biases is

confirmation bias, the tendency to seek out, interpret, and remember information in a way that

confirms one's existing beliefs or hypotheses. During conflict, individuals supporting the military

action selectively attend to news reports highlighting enemy atrocities or military victories, while

dismissing or rationalizing reports of their own nation's ethical failings or strategic losses. This

mechanism ensures the stability of pre-existing positive attitudes toward the in-group and negative

attitudes toward the out-group, making objective re-evaluation extremely difficult, even when

confronted with compelling counter-evidence. This selective exposure is often coupled with

motivated reasoning, where individuals expend cognitive effort to find flaws in arguments that

challenge their desired conclusion--namely, the righteousness of their side's cause.

Another critical bias is the fundamental attribution error, which leads individuals to attribute the

negative behaviors of the out-group (the enemy) to stable, internal dispositions (e.g., they are

inherently aggressive or evil), while attributing their own group's negative behaviors to external,

situational factors (e.g., we were forced to retaliate). This asymmetric attribution maintains the

moral high ground for the in-group and solidifies the perception of the conflict as a necessary

response to immutable enemy hostility. Furthermore, psychological processes related to risk

perception are systematically skewed in conflict settings. Research shows that people tend to

overestimate the likelihood of success and underestimate the potential costs (both human and

economic) associated with military engagement, a phenomenon linked to optimism bias and the

psychological need to justify the enormous investment of resources and lives already committed to

the conflict.

The concept of Cognitive Dissonance is highly relevant when studying attitude maintenance

during conflict. When an individual supports a war that subsequently results in high casualties or

moral compromises, a state of psychological discomfort (dissonance) arises between their initial

positive attitude and the negative outcomes. To reduce this dissonance, the individual is strongly

motivated to change their cognitions, typically by increasing their evaluation of the war's necessity

and moral purity (i.e., "We must win because we have already sacrificed so much") or by

minimizing the severity of the negative consequences. This powerful psychological inertia helps

explain why public support often becomes entrenched even when the initial rationale for the conflict

has been proven false or irrelevant, acting as a self-justifying mechanism that preserves the

individual's sense of consistency and moral integrity in the face of tragedy.
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The Role of Emotion and Moral Foundations

Emotions are not merely consequences of conflict attitudes but are often their primary drivers,

especially in highly volatile situations. Fear and anger are perhaps the most potent emotional

mobilizers. Fear, particularly when amplified by governmental warnings or media narratives

emphasizing existential threat, rapidly increases public willingness to delegate authority and

support aggressive defensive measures. Anger, often directed at the perceived perpetrators of

injustice or violence against the in-group, provides the motivational energy necessary for sustained

hostility and punitive action. Studies show that when conflicts are framed in terms of moral outrage

and retribution, public support tends to be stronger and more resistant to rational counter-

argumentation than when the conflict is framed purely in terms of strategic or economic gain.

The interplay between emotion and morality is critical for understanding the deep-seated nature of

conflict attitudes. Moral Foundations Theory (MFT) suggests that political and conflict attitudes

are rooted in five (or six) innate, universal moral foundations. Support for armed conflict often

strongly relies on the activation of the Loyalty/Betrayal foundation (emphasizing patriotism and

sacrifice for the group), the Authority/Subversion foundation (respect for military leadership and

governmental decisions), and the Sanctity/Degradation foundation (framing the enemy as morally

polluting or corrupt). When political rhetoric successfully links military action to the defense of these

sacred, foundational moral values, the attitude shifts from a cognitive assessment of costs and

benefits to an unquestionable moral imperative. Opposing the conflict, conversely, often relies on

the Care/Harm foundation, emphasizing the suffering of victims, and the Fairness/Cheating

foundation, emphasizing ethical principles and international law.

The process of dehumanization is an affective-cognitive mechanism essential for sustaining

support for prolonged conflict. Dehumanization involves stripping the enemy out-group of human

qualities (e.g., viewing them as animals, diseases, or machines), which effectively neutralizes the

empathic responses that would normally inhibit violence. By reducing the enemy to a non-human

category, the emotional and moral barriers against inflicting harm are lowered dramatically, making

aggressive action psychologically palatable. This process is often facilitated by wartime

propaganda and is highly correlated with the strength of negative attitudes and the willingness to

endorse extreme military measures. Furthermore, emotions related to collective guilt and shame,

which may emerge after the cessation of hostilities or the revelation of atrocities, play a crucial role

in post-conflict attitude adjustment and reconciliation processes.

Attitude Change and Conflict Resolution

While conflict attitudes are often resistant to change due to cognitive biases and emotional

investment, psychological research offers several pathways for attitude modification necessary for

successful conflict resolution and peacebuilding. One of the most historically significant
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approaches is the Contact Hypothesis, which posits that intergroup prejudice and hostility can be

reduced through direct interaction between members of conflicting groups, provided that four key

conditions are met: equal status within the contact situation, common goals, intergroup

cooperation, and support from relevant authorities. Successful contact challenges negative

stereotypes and facilitates the personalization of the out-group, shifting the categorization from

"them" to "us" (or at least "individuals"). However, contact must be managed carefully, as poorly

executed interactions can sometimes exacerbate hostility.

The strategic application of persuasive communication is another vital tool for attitude change. This

involves shifting the framing of the conflict away from zero-sum competition and toward shared

interests or superordinate goals. Effective peace messaging often utilizes high-credibility sources

(e.g., respected former military leaders or moral figures), employs narrative structures that elicit

empathy, and focuses on the common humanity of the opposing sides. Persuasion campaigns

may also target the underlying psychological needs that fuel conflict support, such as offering

alternative avenues for satisfying the need for security or meaning that do not rely on violence.

This form of communication often involves track-two diplomacy, where influential non-

governmental actors engage in informal negotiation and communication designed to influence

public opinion and elite attitudes outside of formal governmental channels.

Attitude change on a mass scale often necessitates addressing the foundational socio-political

structures that maintain conflict narratives. This includes educational reform aimed at revising

historical narratives that demonize the out-group, promoting critical media literacy to inoculate

citizens against propaganda, and establishing institutions (like truth and reconciliation

commissions) that provide sanctioned spaces for acknowledging past injustices and processing

collective trauma. Furthermore, the role of political leadership in signaling a willingness for peace

cannot be overstated. When high-status in-group leaders publicly commit to reconciliation and

adopt a conciliatory tone, it provides a powerful signal that legitimizes attitude change among the

broader populace, allowing individuals to shift their stance without fearing accusations of betrayal

or disloyalty. These multi-level interventions--targeting individuals, groups, and institutions--are

essential for transitioning from attitudes of hostility to those conducive to lasting peace.

Measurement and Methodological Challenges

Measuring attitudes toward armed conflict presents unique methodological challenges due to the

sensitive nature of the topic and the potential for social desirability bias. Traditional methods rely

heavily on explicit self-report measures, such as large-scale public opinion surveys and Likert-

scale questionnaires assessing support for specific military actions, defense spending, or general

militarism. While these methods provide valuable data on expressed public opinion, they are

susceptible to respondents providing answers they believe are socially acceptable or politically

correct, particularly in authoritarian regimes or highly nationalistic contexts where anti-war
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sentiment may be penalized. Furthermore, explicit measures often fail to capture the deep,

automatic, or unconscious affective components that truly drive behavior during crises.

To overcome the limitations of explicit measures, researchers increasingly employ implicit

measures designed to assess automatic associations and evaluations without relying on

conscious introspection. Techniques such as the Implicit Association Test (IAT) can measure

the speed and strength with which individuals associate their in-group with positive concepts (e.g.,

peace, justice) and the out-group with negative concepts (e.g., aggression, hostility). Other

physiological measures, such as galvanic skin response or functional magnetic resonance imaging

(fMRI), can gauge emotional arousal and neural activation in response to conflict-related stimuli,

providing objective data on the affective intensity of the attitude. The integration of explicit and

implicit measures offers a more complete and triangulated understanding of conflict attitudes,

revealing discrepancies where conscious endorsement of peace may mask underlying, automatic

hostility.

Ethical considerations are paramount in the study of conflict attitudes. Researchers must navigate

the risk of causing psychological distress, particularly when interviewing individuals directly

affected by violence or when utilizing methods that elicit strong emotional responses. Moreover,

research conducted in conflict zones raises complex security issues and requires careful

consideration of potential political misuse of findings, especially if data could be interpreted to

justify or escalate hostilities. Methodological rigor also demands longitudinal studies, as snapshot

surveys fail to capture the dynamic nature of attitude shifts. By tracking attitudes over the entire life

cycle of a conflict--from initial threat perception through mobilization, engagement, and post-conflict

reconciliation--researchers can better identify the critical junctures and psychological mechanisms

responsible for attitude persistence and change, thereby providing empirically grounded insights

for policymakers and peace practitioners.
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