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Propositions

1. Military optimism is not only a persistent prelude to civil war but continues to produce 

violence. At the start of a civil conflict and as a long as the conflict lasts, belligerents 

hold optimistic beliefs about their ability to obtain reservation values (this thesis).

2. Military optimism is a result of rational decision-making rather than misperceptions. 

The civil conflict in Slovenia and the civil war in Sierra Leone show that military opti-

mism originates in private information, is pre-structured and be communicated due to 

incentives to bluff and conceal (this thesis).

3. Civil conflict is best understood as a violent bargaining process. Belligerent change the 

opponents’ reservation values through violence (this thesis).

4. Belligerents in conflicts are rationalist learners. Reported belief change in the Slovene 

and Sierra Leone conflict highlights an efficient, consistent and to a lesser extent diag-

nostic updating process (this thesis).

5. The empirical literature on the bargaining model is hampered by serious problems: 

there is little reflection as to how rational and non-rational findings differ, there are 

unproductive empirical conventions and there are few attempts to take the various 

specifications of model parameters into account (this thesis). 

6. The game theoretical bargaining literature is partly to blame for sloppy empirical prac-

tices. Empirical predictions are presented at the expense of explicit discussions of the-

oretical underpinning (this thesis).

7. International engagement may have to change. International actors need strict guide-

lines on the conditions of military support and intervention. As long as international 

involvement remains unpredictable, optimism persists with dire effects for the duration 

of civil conflicts. The UK’s involvement in Sierra Leone serves as a powerful illustration.

8. It is tragic that academics build careers and make a living on the stories and brutal 

actions of their interviewees. 


