
Why Leaders Fight

The history of political events is made by people. It doesn’t exist
without us. From wars to elections to political protests, the choices we
make, our actions, how we behave, dictate events. Not all individuals
have the same impact on our world and our lives, though. Some
peoples’ choices alter the path that history takes. In particular, national
chief executives play a large role in forging the destinies of the countries
they lead. Why Leaders Fight is about those world leaders and how
their beliefs, world views, and tolerance for risk and military conflict are
shaped by their life experiences before they enter office – military,
family, occupation, and more. Using in-depth research on important
leaders and the largest set of data on leader backgrounds ever gathered,
the authors of Why Leaders Fight show that – within the constraints of
domestic political institutions and the international system – who ends
up in office plays a critical role in determining when and why countries
go to war.

Michael C. Horowitz is an associate professor of political science at the
University of Pennsylvania and the author of the award-winning book
The Diffusion of Military Power. He has published widely in academic
journals and mainstream media outlets on topics including the role of
leaders in international politics, military innovation and the future of
war, and forecasting. Professor Horowitz has worked at the Depart-
ment of Defense, is a term member of the Council on Foreign Relations,
and is a member of the International Institute for Strategic Studies. He
received a PhD in Government from Harvard University and a BA in
Political Science from Emory University.

Allan C. Stam is Dean of Leadership and Public Policy at the Frank
Batten School at the University of Virginia. His work on war outcomes,
durations, and mediation appears in numerous political science jour-
nals. Several grants have supported his work, including four from the
National Science Foundation. His books include Win, Lose, or Draw
(1996), Democracies at War (2002), and The Behavioral Origins of
War (2004). He is the recipient of the 2004 Karl Deutsch award, given
annually by the International Studies Association to the scholar under
the age of forty who has made the greatest contribution to the study of
international politics.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02293-5 - Why Leaders Fight
Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam and Cali M. Ellis
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107022935
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Cali M. Ellis previously worked at the RAND Corporation, the
Homeland Security Directorate of the Michigan National Guard,
and the Michigan Governor’s Office. She is a member of the Edward
A. Bouchet Graduate Honor Society, and her awards include the
National Science Foundation IDEAS-IGERT Graduate Fellowship,
the APSA Janet Box-Steffensmeier Award, the ProQuest Dissertation
Writing Award, and a Distinguished Service Medal from the Michigan
National Guard. Ellis has a BA in economics from Bates College and an
MPP from the University of Michigan Gerald R. Ford School of Public
Policy, and has published in International Interactions (2015), the
Journal of Homeland Security and Emergency Management (2013),
PS: Political Science & Politics (2012), and the Journal of Applied
Security Research (2008).

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02293-5 - Why Leaders Fight
Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam and Cali M. Ellis
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107022935
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Why Leaders Fight

MICHAEL C. HOROWITZ
University of Pennsylvania

ALLAN C. STAM
University of Virginia

CALI M. ELLIS
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02293-5 - Why Leaders Fight
Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam and Cali M. Ellis
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107022935
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


32 Avenue of the Americas, New York, ny 10013-2473, USA

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107655676

© Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam, and Cali M. Ellis 2015

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2015

Printed in the United States of America by Sheridan Books, Inc.

A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Michael C. Horowitz
Why leaders fight / Michael C. Horowitz, University of Pennsylvania, Allan C. Stam, University of
Virginia, Cali M. Ellis, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.

pages cm. – (Presidents, kings, dictators, and war)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
isbn 978-1-107-02293-5 (Hardback) – isbn 978-1-107-65567-6 (Paperback)
1. Heads of state. 2. Political leadership. 3. International relations. 4. Military policy.
I. Horowitz, Michael C., 1978– II. Ellis, Cali M. III. Title.
jf251.s92 2015

303.304–dc23 2015011879

isbn 978-1-107-02293-5 Hardback
isbn 978-1-107-65567-6 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy
of URLs for external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02293-5 - Why Leaders Fight
Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam and Cali M. Ellis
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107022935
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

List of Figures page vii

List of Photographs ix

List of Tables x

Preface xi

Introduction 1
Why Study Leader Experiences? 8

Demonstrating That Leader Experiences Matter 11

The Need for LEAD 14

Anticipating Objections 20

1 How Leaders Matter 25
Introduction 25

Research on Leaders within International Relations: False Revival? 26

What Does It Mean to Say That a Leader Is Risky? 27

A Theory of How Leaders’ Experiences Shape International
Conflict 31

Which Life Experiences Matter? 34

How Leaders Operate within Political Systems 53

2 Systematically Evaluating Leader Risk 58
Building a Database of Leader Background Attributes 61

Testing the Relative Importance of Leaders 65

Which Leader Attributes Matter? 66

Controlling for Other Factors That Influence National Militarized
Behavior 72

Nikita Khrushchev 81

John F. Kennedy 88

Conclusion 91

v

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02293-5 - Why Leaders Fight
Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam and Cali M. Ellis
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107022935
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


3 Leader Risk across Geography and Time 93
Mapping Leader Risk 93

Evaluating the Relative Importance of Leaders 118

How Leaders Matter Depending on the Balance of Power 123

How Leaders Matter across Different Political Regimes 124

Controlling for Leader Selection 126

Conclusion 127

4 The Experiences That Matter I: Military/Rebel Status, Age,
and Education 129
Military and Rebel Experience 130

Leader Age 141

Education 145

Conclusion 147

5 The Experiences That Matter II: Childhood, Family, and Gender 148
Family Background 149

Birth Order 157

Gender 158

Conclusion 177

6 “L’état, c’est moi” – or Is It? 178
The Return of the Leader 179

After Leaders Go to War 180

Public Policy Implications 183

Future Avenues for Research 183

Conclusion 186

Bibliography 188

Index 208

Technical Appendix – www.cambridge.org/whyleadersfightappendix

vi Contents

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02293-5 - Why Leaders Fight
Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam and Cali M. Ellis
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107022935
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Figures

1.1 Theoretical Relationship between Leader Experiences and
Policy Outcomes page 54

2.1 Distribution of Military Service over Time, 1870–2001 63
2.2 Distribution of Leader Age over Time, 1870–2001 64
2.3 Statistical Model of Leader Background Variables 67
3.1 Leader Risk Map, 1989 94
3.2 System Risk Map, 1989 95
3.3 The Annual Mean of Global Leader Risk, 1875–2001 95
3.4 Global Leader Risk by Region, 1875–2001 97
3.5 Mapping Leader Risk in Europe, 1875, 1913, and 1938 98
3.6 Comparing Leader and System Risk in the United States,

1875–2001 99
3.7 Mapping Leader Risk in the Middle East and North Africa,

1960 and 2001 105
3.8 Average Leader Risk in the Middle East and North Africa,

1908–2001 106
3.9 Mapping Leader Risk in Africa, 1989 109
3.10 Average Leader Risk in Africa, 1950–2001 110
3.11 Mapping Leader Risk in Asia, 1960 and 2001 111
3.12 Average Leader Risk in South America, 1875–2001 117
3.13 Average Leader Risk in Central America, 1875–2001 118
3.14 Comparative Impact of Leader Risk on Militarized

Dispute Initiation 122
3.15 The Effect of Leader Risk as the Balance of Power Changes 124
3.16 Substantive Impact of Leader Risk Propensity across

Regime Type 125
4.1 Military and Rebel Backgrounds and International Conflict 134
4.2 Regime Type, Prior Combat Experience, and Conflict 137

vii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02293-5 - Why Leaders Fight
Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam and Cali M. Ellis
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107022935
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


4.3 Leader Age and International Conflict 143
4.4 The Effect of Age in Autocratic Regimes 145
5.1 The Number of Leaders with Childhood War Exposures,

1875–2001 156
5.2 The Number of Female Heads of State or Government

in the International System, 1950–2001 159
5.3 Comparing the Risk Scores of Male and Female Leaders 175
5.4 Comparing the “Riskiest” Male and Female Leaders 176
6.1 War Outcomes (0 = Lose, 1 = Draw, 2 = Win) by Leader

Risk in Quartiles 181
6.2 The Human Costs of War (Fatalities) by Leader Risk

in Quartiles 182

viii List of Figures

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02293-5 - Why Leaders Fight
Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam and Cali M. Ellis
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107022935
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Photographs

Harry Truman at the White House page 7
Margaret Thatcher with Admiral Sir Terence Lewin 72
Franjo Tudjman 77
Nikita Khrushchev at Stalingrad 83
Woodrow Wilson 101

ix

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02293-5 - Why Leaders Fight
Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam and Cali M. Ellis
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107022935
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Tables

2.1 Important Leader Background Experiences Captured by the
LEAD Dataset page 62

2.2 Top Ten “Riskiest” Leaders: Leader Risk versus System Risk 74
2.3 The Most Conflict-Prone Leaders, 1875–2001: Comparing

Leader versus System Risk 80
3.1 Relative Effect of Leader Risk Compared with Other Key

Drivers of Conflict 121
5.1 Women Military Dispute Initiators 175

x

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02293-5 - Why Leaders Fight
Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam and Cali M. Ellis
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107022935
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Preface

History is made by people. From wars to elections to political protests, the
world revolves around the way that people decide to behave. In particular,
world leaders – the people that run countries big and small around the world –

play a large role in shaping the destinies of their countries. This will not be
surprising to anyone in the United States or any other place that features public
political campaigns. Every four years in the United States, the country becomes
preoccupied not just with the policy ideas of potential candidates for the
presidency, but with what we can learn about how they would govern from
their prior experiences. Whether it is the church Obama attended, Mitt
Romney’s business experience, or the fact that there has not been a single
unmarried president since the Grover Cleveland administration (and even he
married in office), the American public, like democratic societies around the
world, cares deeply about the personal and professional backgrounds of its
political candidates.

This is a book about those world leaders and how their experiences before
they enter office shape how they think about the world and the choices they end
up making when in office. It presents the most complete dataset on leader
experiences ever created, the Leader Experience and Attribute Descriptions
(LEAD) dataset, which contains data on more than twenty leader attributes,
from military service to childhood to marriage and children, for every world
leader from 1875 to 2004.

We focus in particular on how the background experiences of leaders shape
the choices they make about whether to lead their countries into wars and start
military conflicts, or avoid conflict and focus on other issues. Our findings show
that leader attributes play a significant role in shaping how countries behave in
the military arena – a role similar to or even exceeding, at times, that played by
the international system or domestic political institutions.
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From the perspective of academic political science, which has mostly ignored
the role of leaders in international politics over the last several decades, until a
recent renaissance, our findings, and the data underlying these findings, will
come as a surprise. They also provide support for exploring the role of leaders
in greater depth. Indeed, the results presented in this book suggest that there is a
significant interaction between leaders, the constraints of the international
system, and the constraints of domestic political institutions. Only by under-
standing how all three of these factors interact to shape how leaders and
countries behave can we better grasp the complicated international political
environment.

We are grateful for the support of a number of organizations and people,
without which this book would not have been possible. A grant from the
National Science Foundation provided crucial financial support for our
research, helping us build the LEAD dataset. One or more of the authors
presented initial research at a number of venues, including Bates College,
Cornell University, the European Institute, Harvard University, Princeton Uni-
versity, Stanford University, the United States Military Academy, the University
of California at Los Angeles, the University of Michigan, the University of
Virginia, Yale University, and several political science conferences.

We benefited from the support of many research assistants at Dartmouth
College, Harvard University, the University of Michigan, and the University of
Pennsylvania, who helped us systematically catalog leader experiences over a
several-year period. Thank you to Sam Berson, Limor Bordoley, Brandon
Breslow, Shala Byers, Matthew Chiarello, Kathryn Clark, Shelli Gimelstein,
Max Kepes, Sabira Khan, Amrit Malothra, Jeanne Michele Mariani, Jack
Miller, Jason Murray, Hailey Palmer, Dhruv Ramadive, Tripp Rebrovick,
Samuel Schwartz, James Sharp, Joana Sidarov, and Kyle Wirshba, among
others.

A number of scholars provided significant assistance as we began thinking
through these issues, especially Hein Goemans and Rose McDermott. Other
scholars who provided important assistance include, but are not limited to,
Thomas L. Whigham, Roderic Camp, Gregory Guenthner, Naomi Hunt, and
two anonymous referees. All remaining mistakes and errors are our own.
Finally, we would like to dedicate this book to RCH, EAS, and SME.
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