
   

1 

 

Moral Beliefs about Violent Political Conflict (MoViCon) 

1. Excellence 

1.1. State of the art, knowledge needs and objectives 

Armed political violence within states, taking the form of e.g., civil wars, ethnic conflict or organized 

violence between different non-state actors, is a global humanitarian burden. In addition to the cost in human 

lives, domestic political violence has great indirect detrimental effects on human development outcomes 

such as health, poverty and education (Gates et al. 2012). This is why the UN’s Sustainable Development 

Goal (SDG) 16.1 aims to "Significantly reduce all forms of violence and related death rates everywhere". 

While political violence has been endemic for many years in regions such as the Middle East and Sub-

Saharan Africa, it is now relatively rare in previously violent regions such as Europe. Some countries, such 

as Northern Ireland and Colombia, have quite recently made the transition from violence to peace, as they 

have – in the span of a few generations - gone from high rates of political violence to relatively stable peace, 

despite lingering political and social grievances. Why? The comparative systematic study of political 

violence within states has proposed explanations in terms of economic development (e.g. Miguel and 

Satyanath, 2004), democracy (e.g. Hegre, 2014), and political and/or economic inequalities (e.g. Cederman 

et al. 2013). But, some countries experience persistent rates of political violence despite great income 

growth, improvements in democracy and political inclusion (such as India over the past 20 years), and some 

countries (such as e.g., Mongolia) remain remarkably peaceful despite widespread poverty, frail political 

institutions, and lingering social grievances.  

  MoViCon starts from the observation that moral beliefs regarding the use of political violence as 

such, and their evolution, represent a missing piece in the systematic study of political violence within states. 

An example of such a belief is the view that ``using violence for political ends is never justified”, or, more 

concretely, the view that ``it is never justified to take up arms against a democratic government”. When such 

beliefs are shared by many members of a population, they become societal norms. Prominent popular  

accounts have indeed suggested that long-term reductions in political violence in some parts of the globe 

result from transformations in moral systems and beliefs, towards more peaceable mores (e.g., Pinker, 2011; 

Gat, 2008). This has been called the “civilization process” by sociologist Norbert Elias (1978). While 

illustrated by individual cases and examples, this morality-based explanation has not been rigorously and 

systematically scrutinized by contemporary conflict scholars. MoViCon will explore how moral beliefs about 

political violence vary across individuals, societies and time, and is the first attempt to scientifically explain 

societal and individual variations in citizen’s moral beliefs about political violence, and to establish whether 

(or not) this variation can explain the persistence and decline of political violence within states.  

In a nutshell, MoViCon studies when and why political violence, as such, is generally condoned or 

condemned by citizens. It will explore the existence and emergence of such beliefs, and, crucially, how they 

shape the occurrence of political violence at the national and local level.  

MoViCon proposes a novel moral-belief theory of armed political violence. It addresses a long-

standing political-violence research agenda within political science, and applies emerging insights from 

moral and political psychology to the quantitative study of political violence. MoViCon will test this theory 

by developing an experimental approach to measure moral beliefs about political violence. Through 

leveraging original experimental and observational research designs MoViCon will demonstrate how these 

moral beliefs are formed, and how they affect the actual occurrence of armed political violence.   

State of the art 

MoViCon addresses several gaps in the current state-of-the-art (expanded on below), crucially: 

 A lack of systematic measurements of general moral beliefs about political violence. While some 

extant studies look at citizens’ evaluations of uses of violence in specific political situations and 

contexts, we know little about more general value judgments relating to political violence.    

 A lack of systematic evidence on how moral beliefs about political violence vary between 

individuals, societies and over time, and what explains these variations.  

 A lack of systematic evidence on the causal effects of societal differences in moral beliefs about 

political violence on patterns of manifest armed political violence. 

The systematic study of armed political violence has made substantial progress in the past decades, fuelled 

by the growth of systematic conflict data (Gleditsch et al., 2014), recording phenomena such as civil wars, 

non-state conflicts (between non-state actors), and ethnic conflicts (e.g. Petterson, Hogblad & Öberg, 2019). 

This has yielded prominent explanations for why political violence occurs, focusing on mostly on structural 

determinants such as wealth or economic disparities (Cederman et al., 2013; Collier et al., 2009), climate and 
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geography (e.g. Buhaug et al. 2014) or political institutions (e.g. Hegre, 2014). Thus, the literature has 

emphasized what might be called “material” factors, to the neglect of cultural norms and cognitive variables. 

The field lacks a comprehensive empirically grounded account of what citizens actually think about the 

general morality of using violence for political ends, and how this relates to its occurrence. This is not to say 

that cognitive variables have been neglected altogether. Much work has focused on e.g., status inequalities, 

grievances and emotions (e.g., Gurr, 1973; Cederman et al.2013), ideology (Leader Maynard, 2018) or 

religion (Fair et al. 2018). But, these literatures have not explicitly theorized the role of core moral beliefs in 

relation to political violence. A comprehensive read of the large-n conflict literature leads to one of the 

foundational premise of MoViCon: That conflict research lacks a comprehensive account of what citizens 

actually think about the general morality of using violence for political ends, and how this relates to its 

actual occurrence. Examples of such beliefs would be e.g., “taking up arms against the government is always 

wrong”, ``the state should never use violence against citizens”, “it is right to oust a corrupt political leader 

with the use of violence”, etc.  

MoViCon focuses squarely on such moral beliefs. Moral beliefs concern what is right and wrong, 

often result from moral reasoning (e.g., Gold, Colman and Pulford, 2011), and vary greatly within and 

between populations (e.g. Gold, Colman and Pulford, 2015). They predict behavioural differences across and 

within societies (e.g. Graham et al., 2016), and can be elicited by e.g., presenting people with moral 

scenarios and asking for reasoned evaluations (see e.g., Edmonds, 2013, McNamara et al. 2019). This 

psychological research on moral beliefs often considers the ethics of inter-personal choices, such as whether 

individuals deem it right to cause the death of one individual to save many (e.g. Edmonds, 2013), or the role 

of the intent (of an actor) in conferring praise or blame for an action (see e.g., Clark Barrett et al. 2016). Yet, 

it rarely attempts to elicit respondents’ moral beliefs about the actions of (often collective) political actors, 

such as whether it is appropriate for a political movement, organization or representative political agent, to 

use violence. MoViCon will link the study of moral judgments, a field which has heretofore focused on 

personal morality, to the study of political violence, a field primarily concerned with collective political 

actors.  

Moral-belief explanations proliferate outside of conflict research. They are foundational to 

anthropology, psychology and sociology (e.g. Geertz, 1973; Gelfand et al. 2011; Parsons, 1991). Moral 

beliefs have been proposed to account for outcomes such as economic development (see e.g. Alesina and 

Giuliano, 2015), labour market participation and fertility (e.g., Fernandez and Fogli, 2009), and democracy 

(e.g., Almond and Verba, 2015, Dahlum and Knutsen, 2017). In the study of international politics, the focus 

on moral beliefs as causal factors has its own established tradition, often referred to as ``constructivism” (see 

e.g., Jackson, Sørensen and Møller, 2019). Scholars have developed conceptual toolkits to study the role of 

moral beliefs in the domain of international relations (see e.g., Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998), and have 

applied moral-belief explanations to phenomena such as interstate conflict and security (e.g. Risse-Kappen, 

1995; Adler et al. 1998; Sandholz, 2009), trade (e.g. Ruggie, 1982), and international organizations (e.g. 

Barnett and Finnemore, 2004).  Yet, moral-belief explanations are quite absent from comparative studies of 

the causes of armed political violence within states.  

Some research looks at how different moral beliefs can be shaped by political violence, centering on 

norms relating to co-operation and pro-sociality (e.g., Cassar et al., 2013; Bowles, 2008), but it does not 

consider moral beliefs about violence as such. Furthermore, the most prominent work on the link between 

beliefs and political violence studies quite specific packages of beliefs, such as political ideologies (Sanín 

and Wood, 2014; Costalli and Ruggeri, 2015; Leader Maynard, 2019) gender-norms (Bjarnegård et al., 

2017), or religious extremism (Fair et al., 2018). This work has not focused on moral beliefs about violence 

per se. 

Some work considers attitudes to quite specific types of political violence, in concrete contexts, such 

as military intervention by the United States and allies (Tomz & Weeks, 2013; Johns & Davies, 2019), or 

protest against a dictatorship (Wig, Dahlum and Pinckney, 2019). These do not emphasize core moral-beliefs 

about political violence across different political situations. In contrast, MoViCon wants to measure core 

moral beliefs about political violence generally. This is important, in order to explain, why e.g., specific 

ideologies and movements develop violent beliefs in the first place, but also why preferences for violence 

may decrease over time without major changes in political context.  

  While there is relatively little work on moral beliefs about political violence, there is much research 

on the origins and effects of moral beliefs about inter-personal violence, between individuals (as opposed to 

organized political actors). In psychology, there have been several attempts to measure accept for violence, 

such as the “Attitudes to Violence Scale” (Funk et al. 1999; Vernberg et al.1999). Work on inter-personal 

violence has identified historically persistent moral beliefs condoning violence, with consequences for 

variations in the use of (interpersonal) violence (Nisbett and Cohen, 1996; Grosjean, 2014a,b). Nisbett and 

Cohen (1996) detail how violence condoning norms emerge in conditions of weak states, where it is rational 
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(for e.g., farmers of cattle) to cultivate reputations for violence in response to threats (from cattle thieves). 

MoViCon contributes to this literature, by investigating if there are similar core moral beliefs relating to 

political violence. 

A moral-belief theory of political violence could illuminate important puzzles not fully untangled by 

existing perspectives. First, political violence is historically persistent, such that some communities that 

experienced violence in the deep past see similar rates of violence today, despite massive socio-political 

upheavals (e.g. Besley and Reynal-Querol, 2014). Second, when societies escape from violence they often do 

so very gradually, to the point where they seem "cured" (Chiba et al., 2015). An explanation in terms of 

persistence and change in moral beliefs can account for this: Popular moral beliefs can account for 

persistence; they are temporally stable and known to differentiate societies (Graham et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, changes in moral beliefs can explain long-term decline, since they change gradually through a 

combination of external influences and cultural transmission (e.g., Giavazzi, Petkov and Schiantarelli, 2019).  

In sum, moral-belief explanations dominate fields like development economics, cross-cultural 

anthropology, sociology and moral psychology, and a moral-belief theory of political violence could explain 

important puzzles in the comparative study of political violence. Yet, there are few attempts to measure and 

study citizen’s moral beliefs about political violence. We are in the dark about when, where and why citizens 

view political violence as normatively justifiable, and how these beliefs shape patterns of actual violence. 

Achieving the primary objectives of MoViCon fills this gap. Specifically, MoViCon will develop a theory of 

moral beliefs about political violence, and test this theory against several streams of quantitative data.  

 

1.2 Research questions and hypotheses, theory and methodology 
The main objective of MoViCon is to scientifically explain societal and individual variations in citizens’ 

moral beliefs about political violence, and to establish whether (or not) this variation causes and predicts 

occurrences of armed political violence. To achieve this objective, MoViCon will develop a theory of moral 

beliefs about political violence, which conceptualizes these beliefs, explains their causes, and elaborates how 

moral beliefs about political violence link to actual occurrences of violence. The explanatory power of this 

theory will be tested against several streams of quantitative data. Secondary objectives are to understand how 

moral beliefs about political violence can be measured, how they have changed over time, and vary between 

societies, and how they interact with the social processes that generate political violence, such as the 

decisions of leaders to go to war, recruitment to conflict and the tactical choices that mobilized groups make.  

MoViCon poses three fundamental questions:  

 What do ordinary citizens think about the general morality of using political violence? 

 What explains variation in such beliefs at the individual and societal level? 

 How do these moral beliefs matter for the actual occurrence of political violence? 
To address these questions, the project is organized in three work-packages; each corresponding to the 

overarching research questions. Each of the work packages will engage in both theory building and empirical 

analysis, and since work package includes both theoretical and empirical elements, we describe the theory, 

hypotheses to be tested and empirical approach under each work package. 

 

WP1: Conceptualizing and measuring moral beliefs about political violence:  
The centrepiece of MoViCon is the concept of citizens’ moral beliefs about political violence. Moral beliefs 

motivate behaviour, observable in e.g., choices made when presented with moral dilemmas (for an overview, 

see e.g., Edmonds, 2013), and the diverse literatures documenting the causal links between moral beliefs and 

societal outcomes such as development, democracy and inter-state politics (see above). When moral beliefs 

are widely shared they become societal norms (e.g. Elster, 1989) with causal effects on social behaviour. 

Moral beliefs motivate behaviour in those who hold these beliefs (internal motivation), but can also motivate 

behaviour in those who do not hold the beliefs, through their role as societal norms (external motivation). 

MoViCon will conceptualize moral beliefs about political violence as a dimension, spanning from most 

condoning to most condemning of political violence. A person who thinks political violence is unjustifiable 

is in the extreme “pacifist” end of this spectrum, while someone who considers violence to be always 

justified is in the opposite end. We distinguish moral beliefs about violence as a means, from the political 

ends that people seek, and assume that preferences for political outcomes (e.g., lower immigration, 

democracy etc.) do not fully determine preferences for violence as a political means.  This implies that, while 

outcome preferences may influence beliefs about violence, the threshold for whether violence is considered 

justified, conditional on preferences, will vary across individuals.  

After elaborating on the key concept, we will create survey-measurements of moral beliefs about 

political violence in populations. This will present a new way of measuring respondent’s normative 

evaluations about political violence. Some existing approaches rely on asking respondents directly about 

whether political violence is generally justified. The Afrobarometer (e.g., 2016), for example, asks 
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respondents whether they agree with the statement “violence in politics is sometimes justified”. This 

approach does not guard against social-desirability biases (where people give socially appropriate responses), 

and only captures a very general absolute pacifism (e.g. “political violence is never justified”). Other 

approaches ask about violence in very specific contexts, such as whether it is justified for the United States 

to use force against another country (e.g., Johns and Davies, 2019). These are too specific to support 

conclusions about general core beliefs about political violence. MoViCon circumvents these problems by 

using a multi-factorial vignette survey (see Hainmuller, Handgartner and Yamamoto, 2015), where 

respondents are presented with text vignettes with (randomly) varying information components intended to 

measure variables of interest. Specifically, we present respondents with hypothetical scenarios, involving 

(hypothetical and real) political actors (such as “the president”, “a president in a country”, “a party leader”, 

“the opposition” etc.), and attributing actions to them. We then vary whether the actions performed by the 

actors (in furtherance of their political end) are violent or not (either by making rhetorical appeals or actually 

using violence). Respondents are then asked whether he/she thinks that the political actor is justified/right in 

doing what he/she is doing, or whether they deserve condemnation.  

After presenting respondents with numerous such vignettes where the situations (and violence/non-

violence variables) vary across vignettes, we can extract the “moral beliefs about political violence” 

component by calculating the difference that the (randomly varying) violence-non-violence component 

makes for whether a respondent supports a political actor or action, across different political scenarios. The 

vignettes will also vary other characteristics, such as the political aim of the actor (“democracy”, “lower 

taxes” etc.). This allows us to gauge how much citizens “punish” politicians or groups (that they might 

otherwise agree with), for advocating and performing violence in politics.  

This will be implemented in representative surveys in cases selected to maximize variation in 

conflict history and political contexts (see e.g., Gerring, 2007): Norway (a country with very little political 

violence), Nigeria (a country with a lot of it), Colombia (a middle-income country emerging from a civil 

war), Northern Ireland (a developed country emerging from a civil war), and Poland (a country with recent 

increases in violent political rhetoric). These countries give us significant variation in national contexts.  

 

WP2: The causes of moral beliefs about political violence: 
WP2 will explain why moral beliefs about political violence vary, across individuals, over time, and between 

and within societies. As a foundation, we draw on existing theories of cultural evolution (e.g., Boyd and 

Richerson, 2005; Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman, 1981; Cavalli-Sforza, 1986; Henrich and McElrath, 

2003;Mesoudi,2011; Inglehart, 2018; Welzel, 2013). These emphasize that moral beliefs are partly rational 

adaptations to the social and physical environment, and inheritances that are transmitted across generations 

and change slowly (for recent evidence, see e.g. Giavazzi, Petkov and Schiantarelli, 2019). These two 

aspects, while seemingly in tension, fit with a view of moral beliefs (and norms) as probabilistic outcomes 

influenced by both current environments and ancestor beliefs (for recent evidence, see e.g., Giavazzi, Petkov 

and Schiantarelli, 2019).  

  Using this framework, we theorize that political-violence condoning beliefs should have some 

structural causes. They should predominate in contexts where a) third-party enforcement (e.g. rule of law and 

sanctioning of violence) is weak, violence is frequent and there consequently is a high level of physical 

threat, and b) there is more intense competition for economic resources. In these environments it can be 

rational for individuals and groups to use violence to solve disputes. To be sure, individual violence-events 

in specific contexts (such as a terror attack in an otherwise peaceful setting) might generate strong aversions 

to violence. But, the theory here is concerned with the effect of a violent environment, which is hypothesized 

to conduce more violence-condoning moral beliefs. These expectations relate to the environmental pressures 

that shape political-violence beliefs in the first place, and address the question: Why do these moral beliefs 

emerge in these environments? Furthermore, we also derive expectations regarding why norms change and 

persist over time. While contemporary political violence norms should be strongly influenced by ancestral 

environments with high resource competition and high levels of physical threat, they should also change over 

time as these conditions improve, with some lag due to generational transmission.  

  To test these implications on how moral beliefs about violence are shaped by the environment and 

generational transmission MoViCon will leverage respondent-level information on birthplace, survey 

location, parents' birthplace, and birth year, combined with information capturing threat and resource 

environments. In Nigeria, Northern Ireland and Colombia, MoViCon will use localized conflict event-data, 

and data on local poverty and income, going back to 1989, to capture variation in environments for different 

cohorts (and their parents). In Norway and Poland, we use historical data on local economic conditions and 

crime. We also use information on immigrant ancestral nationalities to gauge the influence of parent 

nationalities (see e.g., Giavazzi, Petkov and Schiantarelli, 2019).    
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Following work on norm-entrepreneurs and the role of advocacy in changing moral beliefs (e.g., 

Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998), we also theorize that rhetorical acts and advocacy of peers and prominent 

public actors also can have an impact on moral beliefs about violence. For example, if high-status public 

figures make statements in favour of pacifism, this is likely to change moral beliefs about violence, at least in 

the short term. To test this expectation, we will embed a survey-experiment in the surveys, to expose 

respondents to statements by (hypothetical) peers and public figures, advocating for violence or non-

violence.  

 

WP3: Effects on political violence:  
WP3 probes the links between moral beliefs about political violence and the actual occurrence of violence. 

Political violence within states takes many forms, and includes phenomena such as civil wars (involving the 

state), ethnic conflict, non-state conflict between armed non-state entities (such as rival militias), and 

government violence against civilians (see e.g., Petterson, Högblad & Öberg, 2019). The theory developed in 

MoViCon has implications for all of these, and will be tested on several of these different outcomes.  

After defining and explaining moral beliefs about political violence in WP’s 1 and 2, WP3 will 

outline how these beliefs – held by individuals in populations – affect the occurrence of armed political 

violence by collective organized actors. To make this transition from moral beliefs in populations to acts by 

collective actors, MoViCon outlines how popular beliefs feed into three social processes: i) The choice of 

political elites to use violence to solve disputes, ii) recruitment to political violence, and iii) the tactical 

choices of social movements (violent or non-violent). The theory considers each process in turn, and 

hypotheses are derived at both individual- and macro-levels.  

First, we assume that moral beliefs about political violence (their distribution in the population) 

affect the strategic calculations and behaviour of political leaders and elites, such as government executives, 

civil society and party leaders. For example, we expect leaders relying on support from constituencies with 

more pacifist moral beliefs to be less likely to get involved in political violence. Relevant constituencies may 

be the whole population, or more concentrated groups, such as an ethnic group. Second, MoViCon probes 

how moral beliefs affect recruitment to conflict, specifying how the extent of the relevant beliefs in 

populations shape the potential for armed actors (in particular rebel groups) to form, and recruit. Consider a 

marginalized ethnic community. If only a minority in this community deems violence appropriate to address 

a grievance, we expect fewer (and numerically smaller) armed rebel groups appealing to that grievance. 

Third, we consider the tactical choices made at grassroots levels, by e.g., popular movements, ethnic 

groups and party supporters. For e.g. opposition movements mobilizing against an authoritarian regime, 

popular beliefs should matter for the choice to engage in non-violent (or violent) protest (e.g., Chenoweth, 

2011).  

To investigate the different expectations in WP3, MoViCon will perform quantitative analyses using 

non-experimental (observational methods). These will consider units-of-analyses such as countries and sub-

national regions, and link the moral beliefs in their populations to observed political violence. 

 

Data and methodology: 

The empirical tests in MoViCon will rely on different, novel, streams of data. We will here discuss what 

types of data we will use, and some potential challenges with these data and methods.  

The original surveys, and survey-experiments (WP1 and WP2), will rely on new data collected for 

the five noted countries. The surveys will be collected in collaboration with different researchers and 

institutions. We will draw on the Norwegian Citizen Survey in Norway, YouGov in Northern Ireland, The 

Public Opinion Research Center in Poland, and use established field-survey infrastructures in connection 

with the Universidad de Los Andes in Bogota and Hanne Fjelde (team member) in Nigeria. The surveys in 

Norway, Poland and Northern Ireland will be conducted by phone and/or online forms, while the surveys in 

Colombia and Nigeria (with far poorer penetration of e.g., the internet) will be undertaken by survey 

enumerators recruited for the project, that will seek out households (assigned to achieve representativeness).  

The survey experimental design will ensure that the non-violence/violence text components that are 

randomized in the vignettes, actually capture respondents’ perceptions of “violent behaviour” (or violent 

rhetoric), and not some other correlated associations. For example, if we describe a political organization as 

using violence, respondents may associate correlated characteristics with this organization (such as “this 

group is right-wing”, “this group is criminal” etc.), making it hard to interpret the results. We will take steps 

to diagnose this by pre-testing the survey-designs before collecting data for all respondents. We will test the 

survey in small groups of respondents (100-200), where we ask respondents what they associate with the 

different text components, and by designing controls for potential associations that respondents have.  

A number of social science findings (from experiments) do not replicate in repeated trials. One 

proposed explanation is that researchers avoid presenting null results (see e.g., Maxwell et al., 2015). To 
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prevent this, we follow state-of-the art principles for experimental design. Experiments will be pre-

registered, in publicly available pre-analysis plans. Research and data collection will hew to various ethical 

and data-privacy guidelines, in particular that of the Norwegian Social Science Data Service (NSD). 

The non-experimental analyses (WP3) will rely on some data from the original surveys, but will 

primarily analyse the linkages between conflict data and attitudes measured in existing regional and global 

surveys. To measure conflict WP3 will use the Uppsala Conflict Data Project (UCDP), describing the onset 

and incidence of different forms of armed conflict and conflict events (such as violent clashes and attacks) 

(e.g. Allansson et al., 2017). The research questions in WP3 also requires data on moral beliefs about 

political violence across many different countries, since we want to explore how such beliefs contribute to 

conflict around the world. Therefore, WP3 draws global and regional survey datasets asking people about 

their opinions of political violence. These include e.g., the Afrobarometer, World Values Survey, and 

Latinobarometer. While these survey questions have limitations, noted above, their validity will be probed in 

the experiments (in WP1), allowing us to adjust and calibrate these measures according to our chosen 

(experimental) benchmark measure.  

These surveys are straightforward to use at the national level (calculating quantities like the national 

mean, or deviation). However, it is imperative to the project that these can be used in a subnational 

framework, to be combined with subnational conflict event-data (see e.g., Wig and Tollefsen, 2016); to 

measure things like the moral beliefs of local populations and their link to local violence, or to gauge the 

moral beliefs of specific geographically concentrated constituencies (such as the homeland of the ethnic 

group of the president). In short, we seek to map the interface of conflict and moral beliefs also within 

countries, at the level of subnational regions. This is because we expect significant subnational variation in 

moral beliefs about political violence, as e.g. shown in Grosjean (2014a), and because we expect to use 

subnational geographic information to draw causal inferences. Doing so requires the geolocation of the 

existing survey data, by mapping the names of the places where respondents are surveyed to geospatial 

conflict data at the subnational level. While this is undertaken for the Afrobarometer by the PI and co-

authors (Wig and Tollefsen, 2016), but it remains to be done for the other sources. Hence, we will invest a 

significant effort in geo referencing surveys, and linking these data together with other georeferenced survey 

datasets in one Georeferenced Survey Interface.  

A crucial challenge for these quantitative non-experimental analyses relates to drawing causal 

conclusions, about the effects of moral-beliefs on occurrences of violence, from correlational analyses. This 

is a challenge, since moral beliefs are affected by conflict (reverse causality) and factors that we cannot 

observe (omitted variables). MoViCon adopts a multi-pronged approach to address this challenge, combining 

natural experiments and other designs for causal inference (Sovey and Green, 2011; Caughey and Sekhon, 

2011). 

 

1.3 Novelty and ambition 

The project goes beyond the state of the art by developing a novel moral-belief theory of armed political 

violence within states, through applying emerging insights from moral psychology, comparative 

anthropology - and cross disciplinary work studying the economic and societal impacts of moral norms - to 

the study of political violence. The project will test this theory using a novel experimental approach to 

measure moral beliefs about political violence, and through leveraging original experimental, quasi-

experimental, and observational large-n research designs to uncover how these moral beliefs are formed, and 

how they affect the actual occurrence of armed political violence.   

The conceptualization of moral-beliefs about political violence, the proposed approach for 

measurement, and the new moral-belief theory of political violence will represent significant theoretical 

breakthroughs in the field of conflict research. The main ambition is that this theory gains a central place in 

the comparative study of intrastate conflict, alongside prominent theories such as those centering on poverty, 

institutions or ethnic inequalities. Articulating and testing the theory will be the most important advancement 

of the project. This could unlock significant new levers for the international community to target in their 

work on reducing the burden of intrastate conflict and reaching SDG16. The project aims to reorient the 

agenda in the study of intrastate conflict towards a focus on popular moral beliefs. The need for this seems 

urgent, made plain by the great fruitfulness of morality-based paradigms in related fields. More concretely, 

the project will offer four novel contributions: 

First, MoViCon offers a novel conceptualization of moral beliefs about political violence. This 

involves explicating what beliefs the concept refers to, delineating it from related attitudinal concepts, and 

spelling out the structure of the concept. This breaks new ground by introducing a novel explanatory concept 

to the study of political violence. Second, we present a novel theoretical model of how moral beliefs about 

political violence in populations are formed, and how they may cause political violence within states. This 

introduces a novel theory of internal conflict, spanning both the micro- (individual beliefs) and the macro-
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level (organized violence). Third, we will conduct novel survey-experimental studies at the individual-

level, investigating how moral beliefs about violence vary and are shaped. Finally, we will provide new 

large-n statistical studies of the interface between (population level) moral beliefs and intrastate conflict at 

the level of countries and regions within countries, combining geolocated surveys and conflict data. This will 

yield significant empirical contributions to the observational large-n study of intrastate conflict, by 

uncovering whether and how moral beliefs measured in surveys link to manifest conflict, but also through 

building novel tools and research designs for analyzing geolocated survey data  

The most ambitious aim of MoViCon is to integrate these contributions into a coherent whole; a 

novel theory of conflict norms that explains observed armed conflict.  

 

2. Impact 
2.1. Potential for academic impact of the research project 

MoViCon will likely have significant academic impact. First, the moral beliefs theory of conflict developed 

by the project is likely gain a central place in the comparative large-n study of armed political violence, 

alongside prominent perspectives referenced above, such as those emphasizing economic factors, 

institutions, or inequalities. This may help stimulate a significant reorientation of the field to incorporate the 

impact of cognitive factors such as norms, attitudes and ideologies. We anticipate a potential “moral 

psychological” turn within conflict research as the overall academic impact of the project. Second, the 

empirical insights generated by the project will likely be incorporated into future studies of the causes of 

conflict and political psychology more generally, as variables to be further scrutinized in different research 

designs and empirical models, and as findings that future theoretical work needs to account for. The most 

direct academic impact of the project will be that it results in a new scholarly discussion of the role of moral 

beliefs in affecting political violence, where other conflict scholars build on, critique and engage with the 

insights and theories developed in MoViCon. To achieve this academic impact, we will (in addition to 

carrying out the research) carry out an ambitious dissemination strategy, described below in 2.3, aimed at 

academic audiences.  

2.2. Potential for societal impact of the research project 

The new understanding gained by this project will be a vital tool for reducing conflict around the world 

(reaching SDG16.1), that has several uses. First, it will enable better forecasts of where political violence is 

likely to occur, by incorporating data on popular beliefs (measured in surveys) into early warning models of 

conflict onset (see e.g. Hegre et al. 2018). Second, it will improve our explanations of existing conflicts, 

allowing us to better diagnose problematic cases, and prescribe pathways to peace. Finally, it will enable 

policy actors in the international community to target moral beliefs (among citizens) in their efforts to build 

peace around the world, through attitudinal campaigns and similar interventions. The insights generated by 

the project, especially on the causes of condoning or condemning beliefs about political violence, can be 

used to develop interventions (such as attitudinal campaigns and educational content) to change beliefs about 

political violence in more peaceful directions. Changing popular beliefs as a means to reducing political 

violence may be a more cost-effective measure than working to improve big “slow moving” variables, such 

as the quality of political institutions or the trajectory of the economy.  

2.3. Measures for communication and exploitation 

For each work-package, the project will target a package of content to the media and policymakers. For 

example, in each WP, the published papers will be summarized in op-eds/blog posts, such as in the 

prestigious Washington Post’s “MonkeyCage” political science column (in which MoViCon member have 

long experience publishing). We will also target prominent European outlets such as Bloomberg Europe, 

Frankfurter Algemmeine Zeitung, and The Guardian. We will target media content, in the form of op-eds 

summarizing the research under each WP, to Norwegian national media outlets. The team has extensive 

experience with research dissemination to both Norwegian and international audiences. The project will also 

maintain a blog, and use twitter (the PI has 1500+ followers in policy, academia and media) actively in 

disseminating the research under the different WPs.  

The main measure for reaching academics will be through an ambitious publication strategy, aiming 

for publications in general-interest political science journals such as the APSR, even more generally oriented 

science journals such as the PNAS or Nature, and in field-leading conflict journals such as JPR and JCR. 

Results will also be communicated through presentations and co-ordinated panels at major conferences (such 

as APSA and EPSA), and two workshops hosted by the project. One workshop will be hosted in the initial 

stages of the project, to discuss conceptual development and data collection, while a second workshop will 

be hosted later on, to discuss preliminary findings from the project. To increase citation potential, all 

publications will be open access, and all data and code will be open, transparent, and freely available 

according to the Data Access and Research Transparency principles and the widely signed Journal Editors’ 

Transparency Statement (JETS).  
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The PI will co-ordinate online (on skype or Google Hangouts) regular meetings with team members and 

with the advisory board, which will meet on a half-year basis, with the composition depending on the WPs 

that are currently in progress. The advisory board will also be convened for the two workshops. 

To reach policymakers in general, MoViCon will yield three policy-briefs, one for each of RQs 1-3, 

summarizing findings. The PI has experience with successful policy briefs. To reach the specific 

policymakers involved in the data work in the SDG16 process, we will draw on the network of team member 

Dahlum, who is currently involved in the SDG16 Data Initiative (see https://www.sdg16.org/). The PI and 

Dahlum will meet with, and give presentations to, members of this group. 

Ethical aspects 

All research and data collection will be carried out in accordance with the guidelines of the National 

Committee for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences (NESH). Specifically, all personal data and 

information will be anonymized in order to guarantee privacy. The experimental part of the project will 

follow UiO and the Norwegian Social Science Data Service (NSD)’s rigorous guidelines for handling 

experimental data (in GDPR compliance). An ethical challenge related to the experiments concerns 

potentially harmful effects of treatments, for example if we prime respondents for something that increases 

hostility towards others. Where possible, we will therefore seek to use positive treatments, such as exposure 

to positive values on the variable of interest. Where positive treatments are harder to come up with, we will 

do our utmost to limit potential harmful effects - through treatment design and oversight - and conduct de-

briefs for treated respondents. Another key ethical challenge is that the project deals with cultural factors that 

drive conflict. This can easily be misinterpreted in a way that spreads predjudice towards the communities 

espousing those norms. It is therefore vital for the project to communicate the results in a way that guards 

against stigmatization of cultural communities and groups.    

Gender aspects 

The project promotes the career of three excellent female researchers, and is thus in line with the aim of 

increasing the proportion of female researchers at senior levels. The project team is almost gender-balanced 

(4 men, 3 women), and we will make efforts to seek out female applicants for the postdoc. The project 

includes important gender perspectives, particularly since it investigates the concept of moral beliefs about 

violence, which is closely linked to patriarchal gender norms (see e.g., Bjarnegård and Melander, 2017). 

Investigating moral beliefs about political violence, closely tied to patriarchal beliefs, will also yield insights 

regarding how gender-equality relates to conflict. This will be emphasized throughout the project. 

3. Implementation 
3.1. Project manager and project group 

The Principal Investigator, Wig, is a young Professor (PhD in 2015) poised to become a leading scholar in 

the field of conflict research, with a high number of early career top-level publications, and a Ph.D.-

dissertation which was awarded His Majesty the King of Norway’s Gold Medal for the best dissertation in 

social sciences. Wig has highly relevant substantive experience, having published on the historical roots of 

armed conflict (e.g., Wig, 2016; Wig and Kromrey, 2017), and how popular attitudes shape conflict (Wig 

and Tollefsen, 2016). He also has highly relevant methodological competencies for the project, having 

worked with geo-located (subnational) survey data, statistical models of conflict onset and events (e.g. Wig 

and Tollefsen, 2016), quasi-experimental designs for causal inference (e.g., Dahlum and Wig, 2018) and 

survey-experiments (see e.g., Wig, Dahlum and Pinckney, 2019). The PI is currently working on how to 

measure, theorize and empirically investigate the link between popular citizen beliefs and political violence 

(Wig and Tollefsen, 2016; Wig and Tollefsen 2018; Wig, 2019), is developing survey-experimental 

templates for measuring attitudes to political violence and mobilization (Wig, Dahlum and Pinckney, 2019) 

(to be generalized and extended by MoViCon), and is pushing the methodological frontier when it comes to 

combining geo-located survey data with data on violence, mobilization and local societal outcomes (e.g., 

Dahlum and Wig, 2018; Knutsen, Kotsadam, Olsen, Wig, 2016).  

The PI will coordinate an interdisciplinary research team, with a PhD and one Postdoctoral fellow 

(“postdoc” for short), and researchers from leading research communities in conflict research (PRIO and 

Uppsala University) and political psychology (UiO), that play different roles in the project. The team 

includes Dahlum (PRIO), who has expertise in how popular attitudes impact on political instability, large-n 

studies of conflict event data, and survey-experimental design. She will contribute to the work in WP’s 2 and 

3. Obaidi (UiO) is a political psychologist (with background from both psychology and political science). He 

is an expert in political psychology, radicalisation and political violence, and will work on the measurement 

of beliefs and the experimental designs, primarily in WP1 but also some work in WP2. Fjelde (Uppsala) is a 

leading conflict researcher, and has experience in large-n studies of conflict, field experiments (including 

work on attitudes to violence), and theoretical work on conflict. She will be a key contributor to the survey-

experiments in Nigeria and Colombia in WP2 and 3. Tollefsen (PRIO) is a world leading expert on 
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Geospatial Information Systems for conflict research, and will work on WP3, steering the development of 

the Geospatial Survey template required for the work in this Work Package.  

In addition to this team, the project will recruit a PhD and a Postdoc. For the postdoc we will aim to hire 

a person with expertise in political psychology. This aim is that this person will contribute to the 

development of the conceptualization and measurement in WP1 as well as the work in WP 2. For the PhD, 

we aim to hire someone to work on WP3. 

3.2. Project organization and management 

The PI will supervise the project, coordinate the WPs, handle administrative tasks and carry out research 

dissemination and communication to media and the policy community. Wig will coordinate the team, 

including the postdocs (4 years), the PhD fellow (4 years), and established and mid-career researchers in 

vital roles, that will receive buy-outs on the project (Fjelde, Dahlum, Tollefsen, Obaidi). The different roles 

of team members and their involvement is described in the GANT chart below. Key administrative tasks 

involve e.g., hiring Ph.D. students and Postdoctoral fellows, organizing workshops (two workshops) and 

conference panels, and overseeing the practical details of the survey experiments (contracts with survey 

companies (see below), supervising survey enumerators etc.).  
 

Figure 2 – GANTT: Overview of activities 

 
 

References  
Adler, E., Barnett, M., & Smith, S. (Eds.). (1998). Security communities (Vol. 62). Cambridge University Press. 

Alesina, A., & Giuliano, P. (2015). Culture and institutions. Journal of Economic Literature, 53(4), 898-944. 

Almond, G. A., & Verba, S. (2015). The civic culture: Political attitudes and democracy in five nations. Princeton 

university press. 

Afrobarometer. 2016. “Afrobarometer Data Codebook, round 6”, University of Cape Town, South Africa.  

Barrett, H. C., Bolyanatz, A., Crittenden, A. N., Fessler, D. M., Fitzpatrick, S., Gurven, M., ... & Scelza, B. A. (2016). 

Small-scale societies exhibit fundamental variation in the role of intentions in moral judgment. Proceedings of 

the National Academy of Sciences, 113(17), 4688-4693. 

Barnett, M., & Finnemore, M. (2004). Rules for the world: International organizations in global politics. Cornell 

University Press. 

Besley, T., & Reynal-Querol, M. (2014). The legacy of historical conflict: Evidence from Africa. American Political 

Science Review, 108(2), 319-336. 

Bjarnegård, E., Brounéus, K., & Melander, E. (2017). Honor and political violence: Micro-level findings from a survey 

in Thailand. Journal of Peace Research, 54(6), 748-761. 

Boyd, R. & Richerson, P. J. (2005). The origin and evolution of cultures. Oxford University Press. 

Bowles, S. (2008). Being human: Conflict: Altruism's midwife. Nature, 456(7220), 326. 

Buhaug, H., Nordkvelle, J., Bernauer, T., Böhmelt, T., Brzoska, M., Busby, J. W., ... & Goldstone, J. A. (2014). One 

effect to rule them all? A comment on climate and conflict. Climatic Change, 127(3-4), 391-397. 

Cassar, A., Grosjean, P., & Whitt, S. (2013). Legacies of violence: trust and market development. Journal of Economic 

Growth, 18(3), 285-318. 



 

 10 

Caughey, D., & Sekhon, J. S. (2011). Elections and the regression discontinuity design: Lessons from close US house 

races, 1942–2008. Political Analysis, 19(4), 385-408. 

Cavalli-Sforza, L. L., & Feldman, M. W. (1981). Cultural transmission and evolution: A quantitative approach (No. 

16). Princeton University Press. 

Cavalli-Sforza, L. L. (1986). Cultural evolution. American zoologist, 26(3), 845-856. 

Cederman, L. E., Gleditsch, K. S., & Buhaug, H. (2013). Inequality, grievances, and civil war. Cambridge University 

Press. 

Chiba, D., Metternich, N. W., & Ward, M. D. (2015). Every story has a beginning, middle, and an end (but not always 

in that order): Predicting duration dynamics in a unified framework. Political Science Research and 

Methods, 3(3), 515-541. 

Cohen, D., & Nisbett, R. E. (1996). Culture of honor: The psychology of violence in the South. Westview, Boulder, CO, 

USA. 

Collier, P., Hoeffler, A., & Rohner, D. (2009). Beyond greed and grievance: feasibility and civil war. oxford Economic 

papers, 61(1), 1-27. 

Costalli, S., & Ruggeri, A. (2015). Indignation, ideologies, and armed mobilization: Civil war in Italy, 1943–

45. International Security, 40(2), 119-157. 

Edmonds, D. (2013). Would you kill the fat man?: The trolley problem and what your answer tells us about right and 

wrong. Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ. 

Dahlum, S., & Knutsen, C. H. (2017). Democracy by demand? Reinvestigating the effect of self-expression values on 

political regime type. British journal of political science, 47(2), 437-461. 

Dahlum, S., & Wig, T. (2019). Educating Demonstrators: Education and Mass Protest in Africa. Journal of Conflict 

Resolution, 63(1), 3-30. 

Elster, J. (1989). Social norms and economic theory. Journal of economic perspectives, 3(4), 99-117. 

Elias, N. (1978). The Civilizing Process: State Formation and Civilization, Basil Blackwell. 

Fair, C. C., Littman, R., Malhotra, N., & Shapiro, J. N. (2018). Relative poverty, perceived violence, and support for 

militant politics: Evidence from pakistan. Political Science Research and Methods, 6(1), 57-81. 

Falk, A., Becker, A., Dohmen, T., Enke, B., Huffman, D., & Sunde, U. (2018). Global evidence on economic 

preferences. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 133(4), 1645-1692. 

Fernandez, R., & Fogli, A. (2009). Culture: An empirical investigation of beliefs, work, and fertility. American 

economic journal: Macroeconomics, 1(1), 146-77. 

Finnemore, M., & Sikkink, K. (1998). International norm dynamics and political change. International 

organization, 52(4), 887-917. 

Funk, C. M., & Gazzaniga, M. S. (2009). The functional brain architecture of human morality. Current Opinion in 

Neurobiology, 19(6), 678-681. 

Funk, J. B., Elliott, R., Urman, M. L., Flores, G. T., & Mock, R. M. (1999). The attitudes towards violence scale: A 

measure for adolescents. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 14(11), 1123-1136. 

Gat, A. (2008). War in human civilization. Oxford University Press. 

Gates, S., Hegre, H., Nygård, H. M., & Strand, H. (2012). Development consequences of armed conflict. World 

Development, 40(9), 1713-1722. 

Geertz, C. (1973). The interpretation of cultures (Vol. 5019). Basic books. 

Gelfand, M. J., Raver, J. L., Nishii, L., Leslie, L. M., Lun, J., Lim, B. C., ... & Aycan, Z. (2011). Differences between 

tight and loose cultures: A 33-nation study. science, 332(6033), 1100-1104. 

Gerring, J. (2011). Social science methodology: A unified framework. Cambridge University Press. 

Gerring, J. (2007). Case study research: Principles and practices. Cambridge university press. 

Giavazzi, F., Petkov, I., & Schiantarelli, F. (2019). Culture: Persistence and evolution. Journal of Economic 

Growth, 24(2), 117-154. 

Gleditsch, K. S., Metternich, N. W., & Ruggeri, A. (2014). Data and progress in peace and conflict research. Journal of 

Peace Research, 51(2), 301-314. 

Gold, N., Colman, A., & Pulford, B. (2015). Cultural differences in responses to real-life and hypothetical trolley 

problems. 

Gold, N., Colman, A. M., & Pulford, B. D. (2011). Normative theory in decision making and moral 

reasoning. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 34(5), 256-257. 

Graham, J., Meindl, P., Beall, E., Johnson, K. M., & Zhang, L. (2016). Cultural differences in moral judgment and 

behavior, across and within societies. Current Opinion in Psychology, 8, 125-130. 

Greene, J. D. (2014). Moral tribes: Emotion, reason, and the gap between us and them. Penguin. 

Grosjean, P. (2014 a). A history of violence: The culture of honor and homicide in the US South. Journal of the 

European Economic Association, 12(5), 1285-1316. 

Grosjean, P. (2014 b). Violence, Interpersonal. Encyclopedia of Law and Economics, 1-8. 

Gurr, R.T. (1970). Why men rebel, Princeton University Press. 

Hainmueller, J., Hangartner, D., & Yamamoto, T. (2015). Validating vignette and conjoint survey experiments against 

real-world behavior. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 112(8), 2395-2400. 

Hegre, H. (2014). Democracy and armed conflict. Journal of Peace Research, 51(2), 159-172. 

Hegre, H., Allansson, M., Basedau, M., Colaresi, M., Croicu, M., Fjelde, H., ... & Mouhleb, N. (2019). ViEWS: A 

political violence early-warning system. Journal of Peace Research, 56(2), 155-174. 



 

 11 

Henrich, J., Bauer, M., Cassar, A., Chytilová, J., & Purzycki, B. G. (2019). War increases religiosity. Nature human 

behaviour, 3(2), 129. 

Henrich, J. (2017). The secret of our success: How culture is driving human evolution, domesticating our species, and 

making us smarter. Princeton University Press. 

Jackson, R., Sørensen, G., & Møller, J. (2019). Introduction to international relations: theories and approaches. Oxford 

University Press, USA. 

Johns, R., & Davies, G. A. (2019). Civilian casualties and public support for military action: Experimental evidence. 

Journal of Conflict Resolution, 63(1), 251-281. 

Knutsen, C. H., Kotsadam, A., Olsen, E. H., & Wig, T. (2017). Mining and local corruption in Africa. American Journal 

of Political Science, 61(2), 320-334. 

Leader Maynard, J. (2019). Ideology and armed conflict. Journal of Peace Research, 56(5), 635-649. 

Maxwell, S. E., Lau, M. Y., & Howard, G. S. (2015). Is psychology suffering from a replication crisis? What does 

“failure to replicate” really mean?. American Psychologist, 70(6), 487. 

McNamara, R. A., Willard, A. K., Norenzayan, A., & Henrich, J. (2019). Weighing outcome vs. intent across societies: 

How cultural models of mind shape moral reasoning. Cognition, 182, 95-108. 

Mesoudi, A. (2011). Cultural evolution. eLS, 1-8. 

Miguel, E., Saiegh, S. M., & Satyanath, S. (2011). Civil war exposure and violence. Economics & Politics, 23(1), 59-

73. 

Nisbett, R. E. & Cohen. D. (1996). Culture of honor: The psychology of violence in the South. Westview, Boulder, CO, 

USA. 

Parsons, T. (1991). The social system (New ed.). 

Pinker, S. (2011). The better angels of our nature: Why violence has declined. Penguin Group USA. 

Pettersson, T., Högbladh, S., & Öberg, M. (2019). Organized violence, 1989–2018 and peace agreements. Journal of 

Peace Research, 0022343319856046. 

Risse-Kappen, T. (1995). Democratic peace—warlike democracies? A social constructivist interpretation of the liberal 

argument. European Journal of International Relations, 1(4), 491-517. 

Ruggie, J. G. (1982). and change: embedded liberalism in the postwar economic order. International Organization, 

36(2), 2. 

Sandholtz, W. (2009). International norms and cycles of change. Oxford University Press on Demand. 

Sanín, F. G., & Wood, E. J. (2014). Ideology in civil war: Instrumental adoption and beyond. Journal of Peace 

Research, 51(2), 213-226. 

Sovey, A. J., & Green, D. P. (2011). Instrumental variables estimation in political science: A readers’ guide. American 

Journal of Political Science, 55(1), 188-200.Stein, R. M. (2015). War and revenge: Explaining conflict 

initiation by democracies. American Political Science Review, 109(3), 556-573. 

Tomz, M. R., & Weeks, J. L. (2013). Public opinion and the democratic peace. American political science 

review, 107(4), 849-865. 

Vernberg, E. M., Jacobs, A. K., & Hershberger, S. L. (1999). Peer victimization and attitudes about violence during 

early adolescence. Journal of clinical child psychology, 28(3), 386-395. 

Wig, T. (2018). Ancestral Statehood and Cultures of Political Violence. 

Wig, T., & Tollefsen, A. F. (2016). Local institutional quality and conflict violence in Africa. Political Geography, 53, 

30-42. 

Wig, T. (2016). Peace from the past: Pre-colonial political institutions and civil wars in Africa. Journal of Peace 

Research, 53(4), 509-524. 

Wig, T., & Kromrey, D. (2018). Which groups fight? Customary institutions and communal conflicts in Africa. Journal 

of Peace Research, 55(4), 415-429. 

Wig, T., Dahlum, S. & Pinckney, J. (2019). Individual logics of civil resistance. Paper presented at the            annual 

meeting of the American Political Science Association, Washington, August 2019.  

 


