
distinguish a legitimate grievance that requires compensa-
tion from an unjustified demand that reflects an inflated
sense of pride?
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I am very grateful to David Traven for his insightful review
of my book. He touches on four very important questions
that the book, at best, only partially answers. Given the
space provided, I focus on a subset of these questions.
First, what is the value of violence in responding to
humiliation, and what affects whether people have violent
or more pacific reactions to humiliating events? As these
questions imply, individuals and states can respond to
humiliation in a variety of ways, some of which might
involve physical aggression but some of which might not.
Models of humiliation at the individual level describe a
pathway to violence by which the pain of humiliation
decreases self-regulation and increases self-defeating
behavior, thereby increasing the chance of violence
(Linda Hartling, “Humiliation: Real Pain, a Pathway to
Violence,” RBSE 6, 2007). Although there is still much to
learn about why humiliated actors select one response over
another, this may be an area of difference between indi-
viduals and states. Within the international sphere, expec-
tations of how states are supposed to behave given their
status—and how they are able to behave—do seem to play
a role in shaping how they respond to humiliating events.
Great powers, which distinguish themselves in part by
their material capacity, may be more inclined to respond
with the use of force than non-great power states. The
latter are not only less militarily capable but are also able to
assert their international status through demonstrations of
their moral authority; for example, by contributing to
global common goods or assuming leadership positions
within international institutions. Such a model of self-
defeating behavior can likely explain intractable cycles of
violent conflict among middle and small states. But states
in such conflicts seem less concerned about restoring
international status and more intent on punishing those
which they believe to be otherwise beyond correction.
This relates to another of Traven’s questions about the

value of using force against weaker third-party states.
Though the individual-level model outlined earlier poses
a connection between humiliation and rashness, there is
little evidence of this connection with respect to the
humiliation of great powers, which tend to engage in
aggressive acts of revenge immediately after a humiliating
event at much lower rates than their non-great power
counterparts. This suggests that the fear of further

humiliation constrains humiliated great powers in impor-
tant ways. The infrequency of revenge among great powers
may also be explained by the range of options available to
them. Great powers are further distinguished by their
ability to project power abroad. Demonstrating this capac-
ity at the expense of a weak third-party state avoids the fate
of repeated humiliation at the hands of a rival while also
reminding the general public and the world that the state
will continue to expect great power status. When com-
pared with the fate of being humiliated twice by a rival if an
act of revenge goes wrong, reconfirming national identity
through doing what only great powers can do seems like a
far less irrational act.
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In his ambitious and compelling book, David Traven
makes the case that international humanitarian laws of
war are grounded in innate, universal moral sentiments
backed by emotional impulses. In contrast to realists, who
view humanitarian restraints on the conduct of war as
reflecting national interests, and constructivists, who tend
to view norms as socially constructed all the way down,
Traven argues for a more “naturalistic” account of norm
emergence rooted in intrinsic moral psychology. Drawing
on recent research in psychology and neuroscience, the
book describes how empathy and perspective-taking are
universal moral intuitions, evidenced in children too
young to be shaped by culture or societal expectations.
These traits, in Traven’s viewing, are essential to under-
standing the emergence and endurance of similar human-
itarian laws of war across time in a diverse array of cultures
because, without them, humans would have little capacity
for social coordination, altruism, or the desire to protect
others from harm.

Traven adds further complexity to his argument, claim-
ing that our evolved moral psychology explains not only
the widespread emergence of humanitarian laws of war
aimed at protecting civilians against intentional attack but
also why we see violence against civilians when we
do. Universal moral distinctions that perceive more harm
in intentional killings than unintended killings serve to
permit higher levels of civilian causalities as a byproduct of
war than there might be if humans had evolved with a
different set of moral templates.

On the whole, I learned a tremendous amount from this
book. I found much of Traven’s argument about universal
moral sentiment serving as a basis for the emergence of
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