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n February 1877, Tsar Alexander II remarked to his advisers that while war with Turkey over the Balkans 
was not in Russia’s best interests, “In the life of states just as in that of private individuals there are 
moments when one must forget all but the defense of his honor.”1  Russia did enter the war in April 1877 

in defense of the Balkan Christians seeking independence from the Ottoman Empire, at the cost of its 
finances, military reforms, and economic development.2 Do states go to war out of consideration for honor 
and dignity? Is honor an anachronistic concept better suited for an aristocratic age? 
 
Despite the apparent irrelevance of honor in democratic societies, a number of scholars have begun to 
investigate the role of honor in decisions for war from a variety of theoretical and methodological approaches, 
including game theory,3 constructivism,4 and history.5 
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Thomas Dolan’s principal contribution to this literature is his linking of honor to what he calls ‘moral 
nationalism.’ He explains the desire to avoid breaking a normative code by use of findings from moral 
psychology, presents a formal model in which concern for honor can lead to bargaining breakdown, and 
illustrates his propositions with discussion of the French offensive on the Somme in 1940 and the British 
decision in 1982 to initiate war over the Falklands. Because states may sometimes preserve their honor 
through fighting, Dolan contends that his theory may explain war termination as well as initiation. While 
Dolan’s use of psychology is very thorough, he exaggerates the distinctiveness of ‘moral nationalism,’ which 
could be attributed to any social group. In other words, he unnecessarily restricts the focus of his theory.  It is 
not clear what is to be gained from claiming that concern for honor is rational, if rationality is defined 
tautologically as maximization of utility, regardless of the material costs. 

Dolan defines honor as a “person’s perceived right to respect—his or her worthiness of good treatment, 
equality among peers, and moral acceptability” (530). In honor-based systems, honor requires adherence to a 
moral code, whose values may vary with the society.  Failure to observe the code results in loss of status and 
the right to respect from others.  Max Weber’s formulation is slightly different: honor derives from following 
the code of conduct appropriate to a status group.6 When honor is challenged, the individual may repair it by 
undertaking some costly, risky action, as in dueling. 

Can honor apply to states as well as individuals? In the international system, Dolan argues, concerns about 
honor are likely to derive from nationalism, whereby individuals identify with the state. He suggests that 
nationalists want to unify members of the nation under a single national entity.  Nationalists are particularly 
likely to care about the status of their nation relative to others. Status brings with it independence from 
obligations or deference, and nationalists are also motivated by the desire for autonomy. One important 
element of nationalism left out by Dolan is attachment to a particular territory as belonging to the nation. 

Based on psychology, Dolan argues that people who value the in-group and status are likely to be nationalists 
and to “moralize” rights and obligations associated with the nation (535). He calls these types of people moral 
nationalists.  The problem with this formulation is that, according to social identity theory, generally all social 
groups want to have high status because it enhances collective self-esteem. Group members also expect others 
to conform to the group’s norms in order to preserve unity and distinctiveness vis-à-vis the outgroup.7 The 
term ‘moral,’ therefore, does not seem to be integrally related to nationalism or to be necessary to explain the 
desire to preserve honor by following a normative code. 

In Dolan’s formal model, the defender is subject to a dishonor penalty for losing some part of the prize, 
thereby demonstrating inability or failure to follow the code. Another component of the model is a 
vindication factor, which determines how much, if any, effort is required to restore honor. It is not always 
possible to repair one’s honor through fighting. When the dishonor penalty is large relative to the stakes and 

                                                       
6 Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 932. 

7 Henri Tajfel, ed., Differentiation between Social Groups: Studies in the Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations 
(New York: Academic Press, 1978); Henri Tajfel and John Turner, “An Integrative Theory of Intergroup Conflict,” in 
William G. Austin and Stephen Worchel, eds., The Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations (Monterey: Brooks/Cole 
1979), 33-47. 



H-Diplo Article Review 
 

fighting is effective in restoring honor, the two bargainers are likely to fight before reaching a settlement in the 
next stage.  

Dolan illustrates the logic of the model through two case studies.  In the first, British Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher, against the recommendation of many of her advisers and Conservative Party leaders, 
insisted on upholding the rights of the British residents of the Falkland/Malvina islands after their seizure by 
Argentina in 1982, even at the cost of war.  The intrinsic value of the islands was small; the risk to British 
aircraft carriers and forces was high.  For Thatcher, conceding to an inferior power such as Argentina would 
be inconsistent with Britain’s status as a great power. Thatcher insisted it was the duty of Britain to stand up 
for Britain’s sovereign territory.  Any compromise would “rob the Falklanders of their freedom and Britain of 
her honour and respect” (351).  

Dolan considers and refutes alternative explanations that Thatcher was concerned with domestic popularity or 
with establishing a reputation for resolve that could prevent crises elsewhere in the world. 

Dolan’s other case is less familiar to readers.  He discusses the advocacy in 1940 by French Supreme 
Commander Maxime Weygand of fighting a hopeless battle against German forces on the Somme partly in 
order to repair French honor, which had been damaged by the earlier humiliating French defeat at Sedan.  
Given that 50 French divisions without air support would face 130 German divisions and the Luftwaffe, it 
was unlikely that French forces would be able to withstand German military pressure. After the French defeat 
on 10 June 1940, Weygand pressured French Premier Paul Reynaud for an armistice. 

In sum, Dolan’s article is a richly textured analysis of how psychological factors of status and honor can affect 
decisions for war and peace. What needs further investigation is the generality of honor concerns among 
states.  Are great powers uniquely concerned about maintaining honor and dignity, or do small states 
sometimes fight losing battles to avoid dishonor and loss of pride? If there are ‘honor cultures,’ then which 
states fall into that category?  Dolan’s article lends further support to criticism of rationalist explanations of 
war, which maintain that states start wars because they expect to benefit from doing so.  States do not always 
go to war because they expect to win; leaders may feel compelled to initiate war even without expectation of 
material benefit—out of considerations of honor, dignity, or the desire to avoid further loss of prestige. 
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