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Abstract

Although the civil war literature is replete with theories purporting to explain why rebel
groups wield violence against civilians, we still have a surprisingly limited understanding of the
processes and mechanisms driving low-ranking combatants to participate in civilian targeting. As
I argue in this thesis, this is in part because much of existing research on rebel behavior relies on
implicit, unstated, or even unfounded assumptions about the flesh-and-blood individuals who carry
out such violence on the ground. Accordingly, a number of fundamental questions about the
perpetrators of wartime violence and the micro-level drivers of their behaviors have remained
largely under-addressed in the scholarship on civil war violence. This thesis thus asks the following
question: how do low-ranking rebel combatants come to kill unarmed civilians during intrastate

conflicts?

Leveraging mixed methods that combine statistical analyses with case studies and
exploring a variety of empirical cases, the thesis draws from the conceptual repertoire of sociology
and psychology and contends that violence perpetration can best be understood as a socialization
process. Specifically, I conceptualize participation in violence against civilians as deriving from
the potent social influences, needs, incentives, sanctions, and constraints that rebel combatants
experience — and which often become overriding — in the midst of civil wars. In turn, these
powerful social forces progressively shape combatants’ attitudinal dispositions and behavioral
tendencies, creating strong pressures for them to seek alignment with the violent norms and
expectations of their leaders and peers. While the three articles that form this thesis tackle different

topics, they are informed and united by this overarching theoretical approach.

In the first article, I synthesize existing theories of combatant socialization and combined
them into an integrated framework, which charts five key pathways toward civilian targeting. The
article also specifies the main underlying socio-psychological mechanisms through which
socializing influences motivate participation in such violence. It then illustrates how these
pathways map onto the actual experiences of civil war combatants by examining the drivers of

individual participation in violence during the Sierra Leone Civil War.
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In the second chapter, I explore how the environment in which rebel combatants operate
can affect their repertoire of action by shaping the nature of the socializing influences to which
they are exposed. Focusing on variations across and within rebel groups waging guerrilla warfare,
this article argues that the extent of a group’s operational embeddedness — that is, the degree to
which its operational bases are physically integrated within civilian communities — can
considerably affect the type of relations that combatants come to nurture with civilians. Bridging
the rebel governance and combatant socialization literatures, the article mobilizes cross-national
statistical analyses and case study evidence from the Taliban’s insurgency in Afghanistan and finds
strong empirical support for these arguments, highlighting the importance of the operational

context in shaping socialization dynamics and, consequently, rebel behavior.

In the third chapter, I examine whether the organizational characteristics of “new new
insurgencies” (NNIs) —as defined by Walter — affect the extent to which these transnational jihadist
rebel groups target civilian populations. Specifically, this article argues that the increasingly
fratricidal ideology of NNIs, the fact that their leaders anchor their authority claims in divine
sources, and the presence of radicalized foreign fighters in their membership base create potent
socialization dynamics that are likely to steer combatants toward violence. Using cross-national
statistical tests and qualitative evidence from al-Shabaab’s insurgency in Somalia, the article
highlights that this new — and increasingly prevalent — breed of insurgents indeed tends to impose
a particularly heavy toll on civilian populations, relative to both other types of rebel groups as well
as earlier and non-transnational Islamist groups. The article thus emphasizes the need to account

for ideology, authority, and membership when studying the determinants of rebel behavior.

Together, these three articles thus offer a systematic theoretical account of the processes
and mechanisms through which low-ranking rebel combatants come to kill civilians during civil
wars, placing debates over the determinants of rebel behavior on a more solid conceptual footing.
As a whole, therefore, this thesis advances our understanding of civil war violence by casting the
focus on low-ranking combatants and by calling attention to the fundamental diversity of their
trajectories, to the inherent complexity of the perpetration process, and to the basic humanity of

perpetrators of political violence.

Keywords civil wars, violence against civilians, combatants, socialization, perpetration
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Résumé

Au courant des derniéres années, les chercheurs s’intéressant aux guerres civiles ont
proposé une multitude de théories pour expliquer pourquoi les groupes rebelles en viennent parfois
a cibler les populations civiles. Malgré cette abondance théorique, notre compréhension des
processus et des mécanismes menant les combattants de rang inférieur a participer a cette violence
demeure, étonnamment, tres limitée. Cette carence est en partie due au fait que les travaux existants
reposent souvent sur des postulats implicites — et parfois infondés — a propos des combattants se
situant au bas de la hiérarchie militaire et qui sont ceux qui mettent en ceuvre la violence envers
les civils sur le terrain. Ainsi, certaines questions importantes sur les micro-déterminants de la
violence au sein des groupes rebelles demeurent, a ce jour, sous-¢étudiées dans la littérature sur les
guerres civiles. Cette thése pose donc la question suivante : comment les combattants rebelles en
viennent-ils a tuer des civils non-armés durant les conflits intra-étatiques? Mobilisant des
méthodes mixtes (i.e. analyses statistiques et études de cas) et explorant une variété de cas
empiriques, cette thése puise dans la sociologie et la psychologie pour soutenir que la participation
des combattants rebelles a la violence envers les civils peut étre comprise comme étant le fruit
d’un processus de socialisation. Spécifiquement, la thése conceptualise cette participation comme
découlant des puissants besoins, sanctions, contraintes, influences et incitatifs sociaux auxquels
les combattants font face — et qui deviennent souvent prépondérants — durant les guerres civiles.
Au fil du temps, ces forces sociales faconnent les dispositions attitudinales et les tendances
comportementales des combattants, motivant chez ceux-ci la recherche d’un alignement par
rapport aux normes et aux attentes de leurs dirigeants et de leurs pairs. Bien que les trois articles
qui forment cette thése abordent des sujets distincts, ils sont tous informés et unis par ce cadre

théorique.

Le premier article de la thése synthétise les théories existantes sur la socialisation des
combattants et les incorporent dans un modele intégré, qui distingue cinq trajectoires pouvant
mener ceux-ci a la violence. Ce faisant, ’article spécifie les principaux mécanismes socio-
psychologiques au travers desquels les dynamiques de socialisation peuvent encourager la
participation a cette violence. Sur cette base, I’article illustre la valeur ajoutée de ce modéele en
explorant les trajectoires vers la violence des combattants rebelles durant la guerre civile au Sierra

Leone.



Le deuxiéme article explore la maniere dont le contexte opérationnel au sein duquel les
combattants évoluent peut fagonner la nature des influences de socialisation auxquelles ils sont
exposés. S’intéressant aux variations entre et au sein des groupes rebelles utilisant des tactiques de
guérilla, Darticle soutient que le degré « d’intégration opérationnelle » (operational
embeddedness) de ces groupes au sein des populations locales influence de manicre importante le
type de relations que les combattants développent avec les civils. Entamant un dialogue entre les
littératures sur la gouvernance rebelle et la socialisation des combattants, cet article mobilise des
tests statistiques et une étude de cas qualitative (I’insurrection des Talibans en Afghanistan),
mettant en lumiére la maniére dont I’environnement opérationnel d’un groupe affecte I’essence

des dynamiques de socialisation et, par conséquent, le répertoire d’actions des combattants.

Le troisieme article examine comment les caractéristiques organisationnelles des « new
new insurgencies » (NNIs) — tel que définies par Walter — affectent la propension de ces groupes
djihadistes transnationaux a cibler les populations civiles. L’article soutient que I’idéologie de plus
en plus fratricide des NNIs, le fait que leurs dirigeants ancrent leur autorité¢ dans des sources
divines et la présence de combattants étrangers radicalisés au sein de ces groupes créent de
puissantes dynamiques de socialisation, qui tendront a motiver une participation accrue a la
violence envers les civils. Mobilisant également des analyses quantitatives et une étude de cas
qualitative (I’insurrection d’al-Shabaab en Somalie), cet article démontre que les NNIs sont
associées a des taux de violence particulierement ¢élevés par rapport a la fois aux autres types de
groupes rebelles, mais aussi aux groupes islamistes antérieurs et non-transnationaux. L’article
souligne ainsi I’importance de prendre en considération 1’idéologie, 1’autorité et les processus de

mobilisation transnationaux pour mieux comprendre le comportement rebelle.

Ainsi, les trois articles brossent un portrait théorique systématique des processus et des
mécanismes au travers desquels les combattants rebelles en viennent a tuer les civils durant les
conflits intra-étatiques, placant ainsi cette littérature sur une base conceptuelle plus solide. Ce
faisant, la thése met en lumicre la considérable diversité des trajectoires, 1’inhérente complexité

des processus menant a la violence et la fondamentale humanité des combattants rebelles.

Mots-clés guerres civiles, violence envers les civils, combattants, socialisation, perpétration
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Introduction

When the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) launched an insurgency against the Sri
Lankan government in the summer of 1983, the group proved remarkably popular among local
communities in the northeastern regions of the country. In the first few months of its struggle to
carve out an independent state for Tamil Hindus, the LTTE indeed managed to attract thousands
of new recruits, who viewed the group as the most viable organization to fight back against decades
of discriminatory rule by the Sinhalese-dominated government (Swamy 2002, 96; Tikku 2016). In
this highly polarized society where ethnic violence had become an ubiquitous feature of daily life,
“many moderate Tamils came to believe that peaceful co-existence with the majority Sinhalese
was no longer possible” and thus resolved to “pick up arms and fight” (Richards 2014, 30).

Yet, becoming a “Tiger” was no easy process and not everyone could join the ranks of the
incipient rebel group. Being aware that “accepting a surge of new recruits could be a recipe for
disaster”, the LTTE leadership “made a clear decision to limit the influx” of prospective fighters
by setting up a “consistent screening and selection process” (Staniland 2014, 157; see also
Richardson 2005, 480). This meticulous recruitment procedure served to root out individuals with
criminal pasts or psychological disorders, who LTTE leaders thought could become liabilities on
the battlefield. As one ex-combatant explained: “nobody with a criminal background or mental
problem could get into the LTTE at that time. It was hard [to join]. It was mostly people from
medical school, from law school, uneducated farmers, etc.” (Author’s interview). Despite the
selectivity of its recruitment process, the LTTE progressively managed to build a sizeable and
highly capable fighting force, formed of thousands of ordinary Tamils hailing from various walks
of life (Subramanian 2014, 141-47).

Over the course of the war, however, many of these combatants came to adopt a variety of

behaviors that appear particularly puzzling, especially when one considers the nature of their initial



motivations to join and their individual profiles. Somasundaram (1998, 78), for instance, recounts
the story of a young LTTE combatant pseudonymized R., who by all accounts “had a normal
upbringing in a farm in Eastern Sri Lanka” and nurtured “good relations with his family” and his
community. In 1989, R. resolved to join the LTTE, not so much because he genuinely wished to
do so, but because social pressures and expectations suggested he should. Yet, despite his lack of
commitment to the cause, he ended up participating in numerous “village massacres”, committing
several gruesome atrocities like killing young children in front of their screaming mothers, before
hacking the latter to death (ibid).

Similarly, on the evening of August 3™ 1990, a group of around 30 low-ranking Tigers
entered two mosques in the township of Kattankudy, killing nearly 150 civilians gathered for
Friday prayers. As a witness explained in a harrowing account, the rebels spared no one and carried
out most of the killings on a face-to-face basis and at point blank: “Before I escaped from a side
door and scaled a wall, I saw a Tiger rebel put a gun into the mouth of a small Muslim boy and pull
the trigger” (The New York Times 1990; see also Subramanian 2014, 174). This sort of close-range
violence by LTTE rebels against unarmed civilians occurred with baffling regularity during the
Tigers’ insurgency, raising several perplexing questions about the individuals who enacted these
atrocities: How did LTTE combatants come to perpetrate violence against unarmed civilians? What
were the drivers of their participation in these killings? How did ordinary Tamils turn into violent
Tigers?

While R.’s behaviors and the Kattankudy massacre stand out due to their blatant brutality,
the above questions are in no way limited to Tamil insurgents or even to rebel groups sharing the
same organizational profile as the LTTE. Indeed, the empirical record reveals that a broad range of
rebel groups — from left-wing organizations like the Maoist guerrillas in Nepal and the Shining

Path in Peru, to religious extremist groups like al-Shabaab in Somalia and the Armed Islamic Group



of Algeria (GIA) — have made extensive use of lethal violence against civilians during intrastate
conflicts. In fact, some estimates suggest that around 60% of rebel groups have engaged in at least
one form of major civilian abuse such as massacres and terrorism since the end of the Cold War
(Stanton 2016, 4). While some organizations like the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front
(FMLN) have displayed considerable restraint on the battlefield (see e.g. Wood 2003; Hoover
Green 2018), the reality is that most rebel groups eventually use violence against civilians at some
point in their challenge against the state, albeit to varying extents.

Over the years, the empirical prevalence of this phenomenon has motivated scholars of civil
wars to devise a host of theories to explain why rebel groups wield violence against unarmed
civilians, laying the foundations of a burgeoning research agenda (for a recent review of this
literature, see Balcells and Stanton 2021). In their quest to understand the drivers of such violence,
scholars have emphasized a variety of determinants, including organizational (Humphreys and
Weinstein 2006; Cohen 2016), institutional (Hoover Green 2018), ideological (Thaler 2012), and
emotional (Petersen 2002; 2011) factors. Yet, the dominant approaches on this topic have
undoubtedly been those arguing that the use of violence against civilians is driven by the strategic
calculations and interests of rebel leaders (for a review, see Valentino 2014). Belonging to this
school of thought are arguments suggesting that rebels use civilian targeting to deter defection and
collaboration with the government (Kalyvas 2006); to counter battlefield setbacks (Hultman 2007);
to compensate for military weakness (Wood 2010); to shape a rival’s relationship with its civilian
constituents and international audiences (Stanton 2016); to consolidate local political control
(Balcells 2017); or to force the enemy to disperse its forces (Holtermann 2019). To a large extent,
these theories thus share Arendt’s (1970, 51) view that violence is “by nature instrumental”, that it

is a means to achieve an end.



Yet, a key issue with existing accounts — and, in particular, with this “strategic baseline” —
is that they generally fail to differentiate between two interrelated, but conceptually distinct
processes underlying civilian targeting: violence origination and violence perpetration. By
violence origination, 1 refer to the emergence or formulation of violent policies and norms, which
is often set in motion from the top-down but may also arise more organically from organizational
dynamics. In contrast, [ use violence perpetration to denote the processes through which low-
ranking combatants are brought to kill. The key distinction here is thus between the initial
development of violent expectations and their actual on-the-ground implementation (see Lipsky
2010). While the former has received a great deal of attention in recent research, the latter has
comparatively attracted far less academic scrutiny.

Indeed, although a number of excellent case studies have examined the drivers of violence
perpetration among specific rebel groups — for instance, Mitton’s (2015) in-depth analysis of the
RUF in Sierra Leone — we still lack a broader and more systematic theoretical account of the
processes and mechanisms driving low-ranking rebel combatants to kill civilians during intrastate
conflicts. One of the main reasons why much more has been written on violence origination than
on violence perpetration is that scholars often assume that “violence is easy for individuals to carry
out, so [they] skip the micro level as unproblematic and turn to conditions in the meso background
or the macro organization [...]. This turns out to be a pragmatic mistake. Violence is not easy, and
the key stumbling blocks and turning points are at the micro level” (Collins 2009, 34).

As 1 suggest below, our understanding of violence perpetration by rebel combatants has
indeed been limited by the fact that theories of violence origination are often based on implicit or
unstated assumptions about low-ranking perpetrators. These assumptions are often rooted in an
underestimation of the fundamental difficulty of close-range violence at the individual level, which

scholars in military sociology and psychology have abundantly documented (see e.g. Shalit 1988;



Grossman [1995] 2009; Collins 2009; Wieviorka 2009; Malesevi¢ 2010). This has led scholars of
wartime civilian targeting to only tangentially address broader questions about perpetrators and
perpetration, about the nature of violence and the flesh-and-blood individuals who carry it out.
Consequently, we still know rather little about the motives, experiences, and trajectories of low-
ranking rebel combatants in relation to the use of such violence. Yet, as I discuss in the last section
of this introduction, devoting more attention to the perpetration process can considerably improve
our understanding of civil war violence and put debates over the determinants of rebel behavior on
a more solid conceptual and theoretical footing.

Addressing this gap, this thesis shifts the focus down the hierarchy of rebel groups,
examining the processes through which low-level perpetrators are brought to participate in violence
against civilians in the midst of civil wars. Placing emphasis on the determinants of rebel behavior
at the rank-and-file level, it asks the following question: how do combatants come to kill unarmed
civilians during intrastate conflicts? To answer this simple but perplexing question, the thesis
develops a number of theoretical arguments regarding the role of combatant socialization in
violence perpetration, adopts a mixed methods approach that leverages qualitative and quantitative
tools, and explores a variety of empirical cases.

This introduction proceeds as follows. The first section addresses the limitations of existing
theories of rebel violence against civilians and draws on decades of research in the field of
perpetrator studies to challenge some of the assumptions about rebel behavior that often guide
dominant explanations. The second section then outlines the theoretical approach that I mobilize
throughout the thesis. The third section provides a brief overview of the three articles that form this
thesis and identifies the unifying threads that bind them together. The fourth section defines key
terms and discusses scope conditions. I conclude this introduction by delineating the main

contributions of this thesis to the scholarship on civil wars and political violence.



Understanding Rebel Behavior

When crafting theories about why rebel groups use violence against civilians — that is,
theories of violence origination — scholars often rely on implicit or unstated assumptions about
violence perpetration. There are four main assumptions that pervade much of existing research on
rebel violence, informing the way in which scholars make sense of how such violence is actually
produced by combatants on the ground. Specifically, when seeking to explain rebel behavior,
scholars often construct their theories on implicit postulates that view violence perpetration as

driven by obedience, pathology, ideology, or self-interest.

The Obedience Assumption

The first implicit assumption that often guides theories of rebel violence against civilians
holds that the existence of strategic incentives among rebel leaders mechanically translates into
corresponding behaviors by rebel combatants since the latter face powerful pressures to obey
orders. By focusing strictly on the higher echelons of rebel groups and the strategic calculations of
the leadership, many studies indeed tend to treat low-ranking combatants as “mere passive conduits
of orders from above” (Collins 2009, 101), suggesting that the hierarchical nature of armed groups
leaves little choice to combatants but to submit to these orders. While pressures to comply may
certainly be strongly felt in military organizations and motivate participation in violence, the
empirical record shows that combatants are far from being unagentic cogs-in-the-machine, who
blindly act out commands at every turn. Indeed, the “linkage between a given order and its [...]
execution” is not always as seamless as existing studies often suggest and “depends in great part

on the level of organizational commitment of the combatants”, on the perceived legitimacy of the



order, on individual preferences, and on a host of other micro-level factors (Haer and Banholzer
2015, 42). As Manekin (2020, 16) remarks

[The] argument that empirical violence patterns reflect leader incentives implicitly reduces

soldiers to the puppets of [commanders], unquestioningly carrying out orders and serving

their superior’s interests. Although many armed groups [...] tend to be hierarchical
organizations where obedience is demanded, its supply can be a different matter.

Combatants are a diverse lot who sometimes act opportunistically, exceeding and even

undermining elite strategy, and other times dodge or resist orders, failing to produce the

violence expected of them.

In fact, military theorists, historians, and political scientists have long documented the fact
that, on the battlefield, combatants often adopt a broad range of behaviors — including avoidance,
shirking, resistance, defiance, defection, etc. — that are not always in line with their superiors’
interests and directives (see e.g. Hundman and Parkinson 2019). One of the earliest accounts of
these dynamics came from military theorist Ardant du Picq who conducted surveys with French
officers in the 1860s, uncovering a strong tendency toward intentional misfiring and
nonparticipation in killing duty during warfare. In his Battle Studies ([1880] 2012), he documents
a host of different ways through which soldiers of the Second Empire defied or shirked orders,
revealing how important changes in the nature of modern warfare decreased commanders’ capacity
to monitor battlefield behaviors and thus increased soldiers’ ability to exert agency. Indeed, as
McLauchlin (2020, 33) notes, battlefield “[tactics] have changed radically since the eighteenth
century, putting a premium on greater autonomy for soldiers, who often operate independently of
any immediate oversight”.

Several decades after du Picq made these observations, military historian S.L.A. Marshall
([1947] 2000) published his well-known “ratio of fire” data based on interviews with more than

400 infantry companies, suggesting that no more than 15 to 20 percent of soldiers fired their

weapons during combat in the Second World War. While Marshall’s methodology has been



criticized by a number of scholars (see e.g. Leinbaugh and Campbell 1986), his basic thesis has
been corroborated by scores of studies, which have showed that combatants often intentionally
shirk their firing duty or find ways to disregard orders to kill (for a thorough discussion on the

topic, see King 2013, 40-61; see also Keegan 1976; Holmes 1986; Griffith 1989; Grossman 2009).

Empirical analyses of contemporary civil wars have also casted doubts on the assumption
that orders from above will always mechanically translate into corresponding behaviors by rank-
and-file combatants. In a recent study of counterinsurgency operations during the Second Intifada,
for instance, Manekin (2020) shows that Israeli soldiers often shirked or resisted commands from
their superiors in ways that ran counter to organizational goals, resulting in the underproduction of
violence in many cases. Evidence from rebel groups similarly reveals that combatants often find

299

ways to engage in various “forms of ‘deviance’” from the behaviors that commanders expect,
including “non-lethal shooting in combat [and] the provision of succour and assistance to ‘enemy’
civilians” (Maclure and Denov 2006, 129). The following statement by a low-ranking member of
the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) exemplifies the subtle ways in which combatants may
subvert or resist orders from their superiors: “While on patrol if we came across [unknown] people
they would order us to kill them. But I was not really interested in killing people ... [I] normally
fire, intentionally not aiming well. [I] would then report that the mission was completed without
really killing the people” (in Denov 2010, 141-42).

Another issue with the obedience assumption is that it overestimates the extent to which
“the strategies of elites are coherently articulated and clearly communicated. In practice, however,
elite calculations are sometimes unspecified or unknown to soldiers, whether because of

notoriously foggy conditions of operations or because senior commanders may deliberately choose

to remain ambiguous regarding the scope of permissible violence” (Manekin 2020, 16). As I argue



throughout this thesis, this consideration suggests that, in many cases, we must look beyond vertical
pressures and toward horizontal social influences to explain participation in violence.

As such, although strategic explanations of wartime civilian targeting often rely on the
assumption that combatants’ behaviors mirror leaders’ orders and incentives, there are strong
reasons to believe that violence perpetration cannot be fully explained by merely invoking
obedience. In particular, this assumption overlooks the considerable agency that combatants often
manage to exert on the battlefield and “denies the ability of combatants to shape facts on the ground
regardless of elite preferences” (ibid, 199). This is especially the case in irregular civil wars, in
which combatants are frequently highly mobile and dispersed in a variety of small units across the
conflict landscape, making it “difficult [for commanders] to monitor their behavior in real time”
(Worsnop 2017, 483). More generally, “in the chaos of contemporary battlefields”, behaviors are
typically “very hard to observe”, offering combatants an important degree of latitude as to how to
act (McLauchlin 2020, 11). To be sure, obedience to authority is certainly an important factor,
which can play a key role in bringing otherwise reluctant combatants to kill in the midst of war.
Yet, as this thesis will argue, it is only part of the picture and cannot in itself account for the full

range of rebel behavior.

The Pathology Assumption

The second assumption about violence perpetration that implicitly informs many accounts
of rebel behavior holds that combatants will eagerly engage in violence against civilians when
ordered to do so or when the opportunity arises. Underlying this assumption is the view that
combatants are “violence-maximizers” who are inherently inclined toward aggression, displaying

a number of pathological psychological traits that make them distinct from the general population
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(Hoover Green 2018, 16). When military authority gives free rein to these pathologies or “when
the restraints of law and social order are peeled away”, combatants are thus expected to seize the
opportunity to act out their violent preferences (Leader Maynard forthcoming, 2).

This assumption is particularly prevalent in some organizational theories, which suggest
that, when commanders do not have the capacity to control or monitor the behaviors of combatants,
the latter will engage in different forms of abuse (see e.g. Doctor and Willingham 2020; Humphreys
and Weinstein 2006). According to this approach, this is mainly because failures in organizational
control provide combatants with the “opportunity to act on their own preferences to inflict violence
against civilians” (Doctor and Willingham 2020, 6). Implicit in these kinds of explanation,
therefore, is the view that “if an opportunity presents itself and no authorities are around to prevent
violence, then it pops out automatically” because combatants are naturally inclined toward it
(Collins 2009, 22).

This view has a long history; in fact, it has been at the very heart of one of the defining
debates of perpetrator studies ever since this field of research emerged in the wake of the
Nuremberg trials. Following the atrocities of the Holocaust, many commentators indeed sought to
make sense of this carnage by placing the blame on the sadistic tendencies or psychological
disorders of perpetrators — an explanation that Waller (2007, 59) calls the “Mad Nazi theory”.? Yet,
as Smeulers (2019, 11) remarks, Hilberg’s The Destruction of the European Jews and Hannah
Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem were key turning points “in the way people thought about

perpetrators of [political violence]”. Arendt’s (1964, 276) portrayal of Adolf Eichmann as “terribly

2 As Kalyvas (2012, 667) notes, these approaches thus have a certain Hobbesian resonance insofar as they “rest on the
assumption of a human propensity for violence which will express itself unless curbed by organizations”.

3 A prominent example of this approach is Miale and Selzer’s (1975) book, entitled The Nuremberg Mind. On the basis
of Rorschach inkblot tests, the authors concluded that Nazi leaders displayed psychologically abnormal traits. See also
Adorno et al. (2019 [1950]) on the “authoritarian personality”.
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and terrifyingly normal” and Hilberg’s (1961) depiction of genocidal violence as a bureaucratic
process were indeed instrumental in humanizing perpetrators and in triggering a quest for answers
that would go beyond psychopathological explanations.

Following these seminal contributions, the idea that perpetrators of political violence are
“psychologically unremarkable individuals” has progressively become a point of near-universal
agreement within academic circles (Haggerty and Bucerius 2020, 782; see also Leader Maynard
forthcoming, 2).* Indeed, as scholars continued to investigate the drivers of participation in such
violence, they failed to uncover an innate inclination toward violence among most perpetrators, but
instead found that most display a basic “aversion to close-encounter killings” (Malesevi¢ 2010,
227; see also Austin 2020, 550).° In fact, this intrinsic aversion was one of the main factors
identified by Marshall ([1947] 2000, 79) to explain why non-firing rates were so high during the

Second World War:

[The] average and healthy individual—the man who can endure the mental and physical
stresses of combat—still has such an inner and usually unrealized resistance towards killing
a fellow man that he will not of his own volition take life if it is possible to turn away from
that responsibility. Though it is improbable that he may ever analyze his own feelings so
searchingly as to know what is stopping his own hand, his hand is nonetheless stopped. At
the vital point he becomes a conscientious objector.

More recently, a number of scholars have pointed out that this resistance is equally

prevalent among rebel combatants. In her study of wartime rape, for instance, Cohen (2016, 43;

4 See also, among many others, Shalit (1988, 31-32), Staub (1989, 67), Waller (2007, 20), Collins (2009, 27), McDoom
(2013, 455-56), and Littman and Paluck (2015, 84-85). For instance, as Grossman ([1995] 2009, 180) notes, a variety
of studies have suggested that no more than 2 to 5 % “of combat soldiers [appear to be] predisposed to be ‘aggressive
psychopaths’ and apparently do not experience the normal resistance to killing”. Relatedly, a number of scholars have
concluded that around 5% of perpetrators of mass atrocities display sadistic tendencies (Waller 2007, 75; Baumeister
2015, 232).

3> According to Grossman ([1995] 2009, 40), this aversion to killing “exists as a result of a powerful combination of
instinctive, rational, environmental, hereditary, cultural, and social factors”. For Malesevi¢ (2010, 130; 228), such
resistance can be explained by the fact that killing goes “against the grain of moral universes in the great majority of
social orders” and because it “stands in stark opposition to most processes and values inculcated through primary
socialisation”.
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40) notes that, although “a small percentage of fighters may actively seek to [victimize]
noncombatants”, the vast majority of rebels must “overcome an innate hesitation to commit
violence, and especially violence that is physically close”. Similarly, Hoover Green (2018, 27)
argues that “violence is not a ‘natural,” or an obvious, response for most [ ...] armed-group recruits”.
She adds that differences in personality or predispositions between rebel combatants and the
general population are too small to argue that a process of “self-selection” may explain the use of
violence by these combatants — that is, the possibility that rebel groups may attract an unusual
concentration of individuals with violent predispositions, who actively seek out roles that give them
an opportunity to act out their sadistic preferences. As she rightfully notes, “self-selection is [also]
irrelevant to the large number of armed groups [...] that recruit by force or at random” (2018, 29).
The vignette opening this introduction, moreover, illustrates that many rebel groups go to great
lengths to root out psychopathic, overly zealous, or sadistic individuals from their ranks, viewing
them as unreliable recruits.

Therefore, assuming that combatants will enthusiastically perpetrate violence against
civilians when authorized, ordered, or allowed to do so appears unwarranted in many — if not most
— cases. More generally, rebel groups are often formed of thousands of combatants, making it
highly unlikely that most of these individuals may be psychologically distinct from the general
population in any meaningful way (Drakulic 2013). Accordingly, while violent predispositions
may explain the involvement of some rebel combatants in civilian targeting, they are insufficient
to fully make sense of violence perpetration during civil wars. As will become apparent below, this
thesis instead echoes MaleSevi¢’s (2019, 4) insight that “killing has less to do with biology [...]

and much more with the social processes that precede, accompany and follow the acts of violence”.
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The Ideology Assumption

The third tacit assumption about perpetration that underlies many accounts of rebel violence
holds that combatants’ commitment to a violent ideology represents a key motivation for them to
kill civilians. According to this perspective, violence perpetration is driven by the adherence of
combatants to anti-civilian norms or eliminationist ideas, which provide the necessary impetus for
them to participate in civilian targeting when they are licensed to kill or when the warfare landscape
provides the opportunity to do so. This view also has a long pedigree in perpetrator studies, taking
center stage in one of the field’s most emblematic debates.

In the early 1990s, Christopher Browning and Daniel Goldhagen engaged in a fierce
academic dispute regarding the extent to which antisemitism represented a contributing factor in
motivating perpetrators to kill Jews during the Holocaust. In Ordinary Men, Browning ([1992]
2017) studied the behaviors of Reserve Police Battalion 101, a unit of older German policemen
hailing from a working-class background in Hamburg who were sent to Poland and unexpectedly
ordered to execute thousands of Jews. As Smeulers (2019, 20) explains, “[their] commander did
not approve of the order and gave his men the possibility to opt out. Only a few did, most others
did not, because they felt it was their duty to do as ordered” and because they were afraid to let
their comrades down. She adds that “the story of this group proved that almost any group of
ordinary men could be transformed into killers and that situational rather than dispositional factors
could explain this” (ibid). For Browning, these policemen were thus not driven by hatred or
ideology, but by potent pressures for conformity.

In Hitler’s Willing Executioners, Goldhagen (1996) advanced a contrarian view, suggesting
that perpetrators of the Holocaust were not “ordinary men”, but “ordinary Germans” who were
swayed by the “eliminationist antisemitism” that pervaded German political culture and national

identity at that time. According to this view, the behaviors of perpetrators were ideologically
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motivated and may be explained by the fact “that all Germans carried with them a historically
embedded desire to eliminate the Jew” (Overy 2014, 519). For Goldhagen, the men of Reserve
Police Battalion 101 were thus “willing executioners who were finally given the option to act upon
their beliefs” (Smeulers 2019, 20).

As the above makes clear, the main bone of contention in the Browning-Goldhagen debate
concerned the relative importance of situational factors and “strategies of psychological adjustment
to perpetration” on the one hand, and the “dispositional influence of cultural or ideological
conditioning” on the other hand (Overy 2014, 520).° Yet, as Overy remarks, “[few] historians were
persuaded by Goldhagen’s argument, since it relied on unverifiable assertions about the specifically
anti-Semitic nature of German society and culture, and reduced the act of perpetration to a simple
and invariable motivation” (ibid, 519). The renowned historian Raul Hilberg (2007), for instance,
famously commented that Goldhagen was “totally wrong about everything”.

In the wake of this debate, a growing number of scholars have indeed sided with Browning,
arguing that combatants “rarely kill [...] for grand abstractions such as the nation’s liberty, Islam,
democracy or socialism” but for more immediate concerns related to their socio-situational
environment (MaleSevi¢ 2010, 202).” In fact, in perpetrator research, “the consensus today is that
many perpetrators are not motivated by ideology” but by more proximate socio-situational factors

(Williams 2020, 4) and that “fervent ideological convictions are not necessary to explain the

% On the role of Nazi ideology, see also Bartov (1992). Bartov argues that, brutalized by the hardships of war, German
soldiers on the Eastern front embraced Hitler’s ideology in order to justify their sacrifices as a noble form of patriotism
and sought to make sense of their atrocities by dehumanizing their victims in line with the Third Reich’s antisemitic
propaganda.

7 Relatedly, Parkinson (2020, 2) notes that, in militant organizations, “there are usually relatively few true believers or
committed ideologues”, adding that “individuals’ ideological commitments do not necessarily or directly flow from
master cleavages or elite narratives; they are uneven, contingent, fraught with tension, and often ambivalent. Members
of militant organizations frequently act in ways that diverge from what seem like foundational ideological
commitments, sometimes comically so. Ostensibly gritty guerrilla leaders sport Gucci shoes at negotiations.
Purportedly fundamentalist Islamist militants drink beer, smoke cigarettes, and consume pornography”.
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behaviour of most perpetrators” (Valentino 2004, 31). While ideology may play a more decisive
role in dynamics of violence origination at the leadership level, it indeed seems to be considerably
less prevalent as a “primary motivating factor” for action or as a key driver of violence perpetration
among rank-and-file combatants (Anderson 2018, 108; see also Szejnmann 2008, 44).% The
empirical record reveals that this is especially the case among contemporary rebel groups. Kilcullen
(2009), for instance, notes that low-ranking combatants in many modern insurgencies are not
motivated by grand transnational ideologies but fight for concerns, grievances, and objectives that
are resolutely local. Similarly, as I highlight in the case study of Chapter 3, local al-Shabaab
combatants were rarely driven to kill civilians by their commitment to Salafi-Jihadism, but usually
engaged in violence on the basis of potent group dynamics and socio-psychological processes.
This is not to say that ideology never plays a role in bringing rank-and-file rebels to kill
during civil wars. In fact, the first and third articles of this thesis show that different degrees of
ideological commitment can coexist within the same organization, and sometimes even in the same
individual at different points in time. In an indirect fashion, moreover, ideologies may “exert
powerful influence even over those who do not believe in them” insofar as, when ideological frames
of reference “[become] embedded in the institutions and norms of a group [...], even non-believers
are subject to considerable social or ‘structural’ pressure to comply with that ideology” (Leader
Maynard forthcoming, 13). In my analysis of “new new insurgencies”, for instance, I highlight how
many local recruits of al-Shabaab in Somalia displayed a rather weak commitment to their group’s
ideology, but were nonetheless swayed by potent socialization dynamics that were structured by

and imbued with the precepts of Salafi-Jihadism. Yet, the above indicates that scholars should

8 This echoes Leader Maynard’s (2014, 826) contention that “we might expect atrocity-justifying ideologies to be
endorsed with greater conviction amongst policy-initiators than direct or indirect killers. We might also expect
ideology to play a more active motivational role for the former, and a more passive enabling role for the latter”.
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exercise caution when treating Marxism, nationalism, jihadism, or other such ideologies as primary

drivers of violence perpetration at the rank-and-file level.

The Self-Interest Assumption

The last implicit assumption that often guides explanations of rebel civilian targeting
suggests that combatants seize the opportunities afforded to them by the warfare context to further
their economic self-interests through the use of violence. This assumption was especially prevalent
in the early days of the field’s intellectual development. In particular, Paul Collier’s arguments on
the role of greed in civil wars and John Mueller’s (2007, 1) depiction of modern warfare as
“opportunistic predation waged by [...] criminals, bandits, and thugs” were instrumental in
disseminating this idea that rebel violence could be viewed as a self-serving method of resource
extraction. According to this view, rebel combatants can thus be equated to “ordinary criminals”
who, in their quest for profit, engage in a form of entrepreneurial violence whenever the opportunity
arises (ibid, 4; on “opportunistic violence”, see also Tilly 2003).

At first sight, this assumption may seem intuitive, especially considering the ubiquity of
phrases like “blood diamonds™ in popular and media accounts or the portrayal of rebel groups like
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) as “narco-guerrillas”.’ Yet, recent empirical
studies on civil wars provide strong reasons to cast doubts on the idea that violence perpetration by
low-ranking rebels is driven by opportunistic profit-seeking. For one thing, there are important
differences in the economic or material benefits that the leadership of rebel groups can reap from
warfare and those that rank-and-file combatants may expect to gain. In the RUF, for instance, the

uneven distribution of the spoils of war caused considerable tensions between combatants and their

% On the interplay between civil wars and organized crime, see Kalyvas (2015).
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commanders: “The rift between the rank-and-file and the leadership [...] deepened as the war
progressed, with the rank-and-file bearing most of the costs and the leadership reaping most of the
rewards” (Keen 2005, 44).'° Relatedly, Staniland (2014a, 228) remarks that “[there] is a real danger
of turning insurgents into simple criminals out for loot and lucre. The extraordinary costs many
insurgents pay seem to belie this approach: it is impossible that the average insurgent [...] [will
grow| fabulously rich [during a war], but it is clear that they are facing the possibility of death, life-
changing mutilation, or capture”. As such, looting opportunities may represent a strong motivation
for rebel leaders to initiate or perpetuate an insurgency, but are unlikely to constitute an equally
potent driver of behavior among low-ranking combatants.

There is also a fundamental qualitative difference between looting and killing, insofar as
the former may be carried out with minimal moral qualms while the latter typically requires the
overcoming of major psychological hurdles. Combatants may thus succumb to the opportunities
provided by warfare to loot goods and improve their own lots, but still encounter significant
cognitive barriers when faced with the prospect of killing civilians. On a more aggregated level,
moreover, recent research using geo-referenced data has casted significant doubts on earlier claims
that the presence of lootable resources is associated with higher levels of violence against civilians
(Wimmer and Miner 2020). As such, while it is plausible that rebel combatants may sometimes
engage in opportunistic behaviors during civil wars, it appears unlikely that self-interest in itself

represents a primary factor in bringing most perpetrators to kill civilians.

10 As this combatant explains, the RUF even developed an organizational policy that prohibited low-ranking insurgents
from accumulating wealth: “It was not allowed [...] to have more than 20,000 Leones [at the time about US$20] in
your pocket. Every time a commander will meet you with more money, it will be a problem for you” (in Peters 201 1b,
89). This is confirmed by Humphreys and Weinstein (2004, 27) who, on the basis of their survey with over 1,000 ex-
combatants, indicate that more than 70% of RUF combatants reported that “valuable goods were sent out of the unit
or kept by the commander”.
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Beyond Obedience, Pathology, Ideology, and Self-Interest

In sum, while the four assumptions discussed above may seem superficially intuitive,
decades of research in the field of perpetrator studies and in the broader scholarship on political
violence have shown that all four are unsatisfactory — if not empirically inaccurate — premises on
which to base our understanding of violence perpetration by rebel combatants. As I detail further
below, moreover, many of these assumptions are founded upon an asocial view of violence
perpetration, which overlooks the fact that the conduct of “warfare is inevitably a social event”
(Malesevi¢ 2010, 3). Accordingly, while obedience, pathology, ideology, and self-interest may
play a role in some cases, these factors remain insufficient in themselves to account for the whole
range of rebel behavior. As I show in different parts of this thesis, the obedience assumption is
probably the one that is the most consistent with the available evidence, but it is only part of the
picture and needs to be incorporated into a broader theoretical framework to offer any analytical
leverage.

Existing works in perpetrator studies can certainly offer useful tools to build such a
framework. Yet, this body of research has predominantly been focused on state militaries and on a
small number of high-profile episodes of mass atrocities (e.g. the Holocaust, the Rwandan
Genocide, etc.), raising questions about the applicability of these works to the study of violence
perpetration by rebel combatants. In the penultimate section of this introduction, I further address
the scope conditions of this thesis, highlighting why I restrict my focus to rebel perpetrators waging
civil wars. Next, I discuss how a theoretical approach focused on combatant socialization can help
to address the limitations of existing research and inform our understanding of violence

perpetration by rebel fighters.
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Theoretical Approach

As the previous section emphasized, a long line of scholarship on perpetrators of political
violence has shown that, while obedience, pathology, ideology, and self-interest may explain some
instances of rebel violence against noncombatants, these four factors seem to be insufficient to
explain participation in civilian targeting at the rank-and-file level. To better understand to
determinants of rebel behavior during civil wars, therefore, we need to look beyond these
explanations and strive to elucidate the key driving forces that lead combatants to kill.

This thesis argues that, at the rank-and-file level, violence perpetration can best be
understood as a socialization process that is fueled by a number of key socio-psychological
mechanisms, which ultimately bring combatants to kill the unarmed. Following Checkel (2017,
592), I define combatant socialization as the “[processes] through which actors adopt the norms
and rules of a given community. This means to think of [rebel combatants] as embedded in social
environments, which not only constrain and provide incentives to act, but also reshape interests
and identities”. More specifically, I conceptualize participation in violence against civilians as
deriving from the potent social influences, needs, incentives, sanctions, and constraints that rebel
combatants experience in the midst of civil wars. In turn, these powerful social forces progressively
shape combatants’ attitudinal dispositions and behavioral tendencies, creating strong pressures for
them to align with the group’s violent norms and expectations. To situate my approach within
Weber’s ([1922] 2019, 101) ideal-types of social action, I emphasize value-based rationality
(wertrationalitdt) over instrumental rationality (zweckrationalitdit). In this view, combatants do not
come to kill on the basis of self-interested calculations that lead them to select the most “efficient”
course of action. Instead, combatants engage in violence as a result of their commitment to socio-
psychological values that become overriding in the midst of war and that eventually come to

represent the key factors guiding their choices between behavioral alternatives. To paraphrase
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Varshney (2003, 87), I thus maintain that, through the act of killing, most combatants seek to satisfy
vital social goals, even if the individual psychological costs of realizing them are high.

As such, I argue that, in most cases, the key factors that will bring combatants to perpetrate
violence against civilians during civil wars are different forms of social influence — that is, the
processes by which combatants’ attitudes and behaviors are transformed by the presence or action
of other actors in their immediate social environment (Kelman 1958). I maintain, therefore, that
participation in violence against civilians should be understood in relational terms, “as a form of
social action motivated [...] through social interactions with other individuals and their direct
context, as well as by the dispositions of the individual actors” (Reinermann and Williams 2020,
146; see also Parkinson and Zaks 2018, 272).

Yet, I do not intend to frame perpetration as the outcome of inexorable social forces or to
present perpetrators as incapable of exercising free will or agency. Indeed, as Waller (2008, 162)
aptly remarks, perpetrators are not ‘hapless victims of [...] their social context. On the road to
committing atrocities, there are many choice points for each perpetrator”. To be sure, combatants
are likely to possess varying degrees of “behavioural freedom”, depending on their individual traits,
psychological makeup, and personal wartime experiences (e.g. the nature of their recruitment into
the group, the type of operating conditions in which they fight, etc.) (Zimbardo 2007, 446). Yet, I
argue that the role of individual differences will likely be minimized by that fact that group
membership and interpersonal relationships serve vital reward and normative functions in the
uncertainty of warfare, exerting potent effects on most combatants in most settings.

One of the guiding assumptions of this thesis is that socialization represents the most
suitable concept to make sense of violence perpetration because it is, by definition, a processual
notion. As such, it is fundamentally compatible with an understanding of perpetration as a process

unfolding over time and through which combatants come to learn, adopt, or internalize a given
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repertoire of attitudes and behaviors. A theoretical approach focused on combatant socialization
thus explicitly recognizes that “perpetrators are not born but made”, thereby motivating an
investigation into the underlying process leading to this outcome (Overy 2014, 526).

The processual nature of my approach also helps to challenge works on rebel violence that
depict combatants’ preferences as fixed. In his seminal book Inside Rebellion, for instance, Jeremy
Weinstein (2007) argues that rebel groups forming in theatres where material resources are widely
available will tend to attract opportunistic and predatory recruits, who are particularly likely to
victimize civilians. In contrast, groups without access to such resources will recruit “idealistic”
combatants, who will tend to exhibit restraint toward noncombatants. According to this view,
combatants’ relationships and dispositions toward violence remain essentially the same over the
course of the war, an assumption I find unconvincing and somewhat essentialist. Instead, an
approach revolving around combatant socialization is based on the assumption that individuals join
rebel groups “with diverse notions about the appropriate use of violence” and different sets of
beliefs, values, and preferences, all of which are liable to change as combatants’ social environment
evolves (Manekin 2017, 607). Rather than attempting to develop a typology of “combatant types”,
therefore, this thesis focuses on the social processes that can bring combatants to engage in a
particular form of wartime behavior.

There are obviously many reasons why combatants may participate in violence and I do not
claim to provide an exhaustive explanation nor a full account of these reasons, but the central
argument of this thesis is that socialization represents one of the most powerful processes through
which violent norms and expectations are translated into violent behaviors during civil wars. Yet,
a set of key questions remain unanswered: how do these norms emerge in the first place? What
determines the nature of the normative and behavioral expectations that combatants are socialized

into? Why does socialization promote violence in some rebel groups, and restraint in others? In
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this thesis, I admittedly focus far more extensively on the Zow than on the why, leaving to a large
extent the task of answering these questions to further research. I do, however, offer some
preliminary reflections as to what might shape the “content” of socialization.

As detailed further below, I maintain that the ideological and operational contexts in which
combatants evolve are key determinants that may strongly affect the property of social interactions
within a given rebel group. In the third article, I highlight how the ideology around which a rebel
group forms can structure and give meaning to socialization, creating violent behavioral
expectations that most combatants are incentivized to meet, even if they do not truly believe in this
ideology and join for more pragmatic reasons that have nothing to do with it. In the second article,
I also suggest that the operational environment in which combatants find themselves can foster
violent norms and incentives, especially when rebel units operate in protracted isolation from
civilian communities. In these conditions, potent strategic pressures and sociopsychological
dynamics are likely to become overriding and to trump other determinants of rebel behavior.

To a certain extent, moreover, this thesis is consistent with McLauchlin’s (2020, 191)
understanding of socialization as “a powerful force”, whose content is primarily determined by the
norms and preferences that combatants “bring into an armed group in the first place”. For
McLauchlin (2020, 11), the nature of these norms and preferences shapes the interpersonal
relationships and interactions that combatants have with one another, ultimately “[giving] a
direction to socialization [and] indicating what soldiers are socialized to do”. Although he
addresses a different topic (i.e. desertion), his account of socialization is largely in line with the
findings that I present in the third article of this thesis. In particular, I show how the norms and
preferences that radicalized foreign fighters import into conflict theatres can affect the nature of
horizontal interactions within rebel groups, shaping the direction of the socializing influences to

which local combatants are exposed.
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Evidently, it is plausible that numerous factors may shape the content of socialization. Yet,
some of the findings in this thesis provide strong indications that the ideological and operational
contexts play an important part in determining the nature of the norms that combatants are
socialized into and can, in some cases, lead social interactions to produce violent outcomes. In
some parts of this thesis, I thus show how macro-level conditions (e.g. the ideological backdrop or
the operational environment) can frame micro-level behaviors and steer socialization processes in
specific directions.

The first chapter of this thesis outlines my theoretical approach in considerably more detail.
In particular, it defines key terms, specifies the main mechanisms at work in these processes, and
charts a number of pathways through which combatants may come to perpetrate violence against
civilians. For now, I discuss how my approach differs from existing works on combatant
socialization and how it may help to address some of the limitations of the broader literature on
rebel violence.

In recent years, a growing number of studies have mobilized the concept of socialization to
investigate how combatants come to adopt certain norms and practices during armed conflicts (see
e.g. Cohen 2013; 2016; 2017; Hoover Green 2016; 2017; 2018; Wood 2009; 2018; Wood and
Toppelberg 2017; Davis and Jang 2018; Manekin 2017; 2020). As I argue in the first chapter, these
works have considerably improved our understanding of how combatants are inducted to the
normative and behavioral standards of their organizations. Yet, the vast majority of these studies
have focused on the manner in which socializing influences affect combatants’ involvement in
sexual violence, without fully elucidating how such influences may shape patterns of participation

in other forms of victimization, especially lethal violence.'! As Cohen (2016, 83) notes, however,

T A notable exception is Hoover Green (2018), who focuses on lethal violence. Yet, she is primarily interested in the
other side of the equation — that is, when socialization contributes to the limitation of such violence.

24



“rape and lethal violence require different theoretical explanations” because they display
distinctive characteristics and are arguably driven by different mechanisms and dynamics. '?
Accordingly, while this thesis draws inspiration from existing works on sexual violence, it casts
the focus on the specific processes that may lead rebel combatants to kill civilians during intrastate
conflicts, striving to highlight how processes of combatant socialization may diverge and overlap
across different kinds of violence.

As Checkel (2017, 594) remarks, moreover, “a problem that has bedevilled” much of recent
research on combatant socialization is the lack of attention to “the agency of the targets involved.
Too often, they are construed as blank slates on which new values are inscribed”. Indeed, this body
of work has primarily been concerned with the institutional or organizational sources of
socialization (in particular, institutions of political education and recruitment practices), largely
glossing over the way in which socializing influences are lived and experienced by “socializees” —
that is, low-ranking combatants. In contrast, this thesis casts the focus on the dispositions, motives,
experiences, and trajectories of rebel combatants in relation to the act of perpetration, striving to
elucidate the various socio-psychological mechanisms that may fuel their socialization to the use
of violence against civilians.

As will become apparent below, this thesis also broadens the combatant socialization
literature by examining a host of factors that have not been satisfacotrily addressed in existing
studies but which, I argue, can exert potent socializing effects on combatants. Specifically, the
thesis argues that, to fully appreciate how socializing influences can bring combatants to kill

civilians, we need to pay close attention to the operational and ideological environments in which

12 A recent study, however, argues that the use of sexual violence by a rebel group in times of inactive conflicts may
be indicative of the fact that it is actively maintaining its operations and mobilizing fighters (Nagel 2020). As such,
sexual violence in periods of inactivity may lead to subsequent re-escalations in lethal violence.
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rebel combatants fight, to the strategic incentives shaping vertical socialization processes, and to
the nature of relational dynamics between combatants and a range of other actors (i.e. peers,
commanders, and civilians).

The second chapter, for instance, explores how the operational context in which rebel
groups evolve can influence the nature of the socializing influences to which combatants are
exposed, thereby affecting the type of relations that the latter nurture with civilian populations. In
particular, this chapter demonstrates that different operational environments — for instance, isolated
bush camps or bases established in populated areas — create distinctive structures of incentives for
commanders and specific configurations of inter-personal relationships among combatants, which
exert important effects on the outcome of socialization. The third chapter investigates how the
distinctive organizational characteristics of “new new insurgencies” (NNIs) — this increasingly
prevalent breed of rebel groups that embrace radical Islamist ideologies and pursue transnational
goals — affect the socialization of its combatants to violent repertoires of action. Specifically, it
places emphasis on the role of NNIs’ fratricidal ideology, the divine nature of its commanders’
authority claims, and the radicalizing influence of foreign fighters in shaping combatant
socialization dynamics.

Evidently, expanding the list of variables that we factor into our analyses of socialization
comes with a cost in terms of parsimony. Yet, [ believe that this expansion is necessary and can
allow us to recast and enhance our understanding of how socialization shapes behavior. This is
mainly because organizational theories — which are the dominant explanations on this topic — often
overlook the fact that macro-level or meso-level conditions (e.g. the operational context in which
combatants evolve) can sometimes exert an overriding influence on micro-level behavior, creating
vertical incentives and horizontal dynamics that may at times trump the effects of organizational

features. By focusing on group-level characteristics, moreover, existing theories are often too
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aggregated to capture key distinctions within the rank-and-file (e.g. the differences in dispositions
and motivations between local and foreign fighters). To be sure, existing works on combatant
socialization offer important insights to make sense of rebel behavior and I draw heavily on them
in this thesis. Yet, I strive to bring this program of research forward by offering a more granular
and multi-faceted theoretical account of how socialization can shape combatants’ conduct. In the
following sections, I provide a brief overview of the three articles that form this thesis, identifying

the main unifying threads that bind them together.

Overview of the Articles

First Article

The first article — entitled “Pathways to Violence in Civil Wars: Combatant Socialization
and the Drivers of Participation in Civilian Targeting” — reviews the relevant literature, lays the
theoretical foundations of this thesis, and offers an empirical illustration of the added-value of a
perpetrator-centric approach. The article synthesizes existing theories of combatant socialization
and combines them into an integrated framework, which casts the focus on individual pathways
toward civilian targeting and specifies the underlying socio-psychological mechanisms through
which socializing influences motivate participation in such violence. Specifically, the article charts
five pathways that operate through different mechanisms, and which are based upon varying
degrees of internalization regarding the legitimacy of civilian targeting. In each case, I also identify
several unit-level factors that are likely to make a given pathway particularly prevalent among
combatants.

The article then illustrates how these pathways map onto the actual experiences of civil war

combatants by examining the drivers of individual participation in violence against civilians among
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low-ranking members of the RUF in Sierra Leone. The case study evidence highlights the equifinal
nature of violence perpetration during civil wars, shedding light on the different social needs,
expectations, incentives, sanctions, influences, and constraints that may motivate participation. In
doing so, the article challenges some of the homogenizing assumptions about perpetrators that often
pervade academic and popular accounts on rebel groups and foregrounds the diverse social

processes through which combatants are brought to kill.

Second Article

The second article of this thesis — entitled “The Two Faces of Guerrilla Warfare:
Operational Embeddedness and Civilian Targeting in Irregular Conflicts” and co-authored with
Arthur Stein — begins from the observation that rebel groups using guerrilla tactics display
considerable variation in the type of relations that they nurture with civilians. What explains this
variation? Why do some guerrillas use violence against noncombatants extensively, while others
exhibit restraint? The article argues that operational embeddedness — the extent to which guerrillas’
operational bases are physically integrated within civilian communities — represents a key
determinant of rebel behavior during irregular conflicts, shaping the repertoire of actions that rebels
come to adopt both across and within guerrillas.

The article maintains that operational embeddedness creates strategic incentives for
commanders and socialization dynamics among combatants that are likely to inhibit violence
against civilians. In particular, the operational presence of guerrillas within civilian communities
incentivizes rebel leaders to establish governance institutions, while also fostering trust-based
relationships between combatants and noncombatants, thereby reducing the prevalence of civilian

targeting. Operational disembeddedness, on the contrary, creates a situation in which vertical
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incentives and horizontal socialization processes tend to converge to promote such violence.
Specifically, the absence of integration within civilian communities will force commanders to rely
on coercive resource extraction strategies and will create socialization “echo chambers” that are
likely to act as incubators of violent dispositions among combatants.

To test these arguments, we mobilize a mixed methods research design, which allow us to
examine both macro-level trends and micro-level mechanisms. Cross-national and case study
evidence from the Taliban’s insurgency in Afghanistan provide strong empirical support for our
theory, highlighting how the operational context in which guerrilla units evolve affects their
wartime conduct. By focusing on the physical distribution of human actors across the conflict
landscape, this article extends research agendas on technologies of rebellion, the geography of civil

wars, armed group embeddedness, rebel governance, and combatant socialization.

Third Article

The third article of this thesis — entitled “Are ‘New New Insurgencies’ More Lethal?
Jihadist Rebels, Combatant Socialization, and Civilian Targeting” — begins from Walter’s (2017a)
observation that, since the 2003 American invasion of Iraq, an increasing number of civil wars
have been fought in Muslim-majority countries by Jihadist rebels pursuing transnational goals. On
this basis, the article explores how this emerging trend bears on patterns of violence against
civilians across and within intrastate conflicts. I argue that these “new new insurgencies” (NNIs)
display three key organizational features that not only distinguish them behaviorally from other
types of rebel groups but that also make them an especially violent subset of Islamist insurgencies.
Specifically, I contend that the fratricidal ideology of NNIs, their divine authority claims, and the

transnational nature of their membership makeup will tend to produce powerful vertical and
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horizontal socializing influences, thereby facilitating combatants’ induction to their group’s violent
norms and behaviors.

I thus suggest that ideology operates both as “doctrine” and as “practice” in driving NNIs
toward violence. On the one hand, the content of NNIs’ formal doctrine matters in that it delineates
the ever-expanding boundaries of these groups’ “targeting portfolios” (Hafez 2020, 610) and sets
the behavioral expectations that combatants must meet. Divine authority then creates pressures and
incentives that facilitate vertical socialization and enable the translation of these expectations into
actions. On the other hand, however, it appears that, among local members of NNIs, it is typically
not the intrinsic appeal of Jihadism that motivates participation in violence. Instead, I argue that
the violent norms and behaviors prescribed by the ideology of NNIs are often channeled through
and promoted by quotidian relational dynamics between local combatants and radicalized foreign
fighters within these organizations (Parkinson 2020). Over time, these horizontal social influences
can “reinforce group boundaries, norms, and obligations”, thereby shaping behavior in more
informal ways (ibid, 3). Here, therefore, Jihadism does not serve as a primary motive for action,
but as the ideological backdrop that structures and gives meaning to combatant socialization.

Leveraging cross-national statistical analyses and case study evidence from al-Shabaab’s
insurgency in Somalia, I show that NNIs have a significantly higher propensity to engage in civilian
targeting relative to other types of rebel groups, while also being more violent than earlier and non-
transnational Islamist insurgencies. The article therefore extends research agendas on combatant

socialization, the role of ideology in armed conflicts, and the transnational dimensions of civil wars.
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Unifying Threads

There are three main unifying threads that bind these three articles together, contributing to
the cohesiveness of the thesis as a whole. At the theoretical level, all three articles develop
arguments regarding the role of combatant socialization in violence perpetration. In particular, they
are based on a similar theoretical structure, which emphasizes the interactions between vertical and
horizontal socialization influences. As such, the three articles are guided by the assumption that
socialization to violence occurs through relatively intentional processes engineered by the
leadership of armed groups and through more spontaneous dynamics deriving from interactions
between rank-and-file combatants — two sets of influences that reinforce one another.

At the methodological level, the thesis — and, in particular, the second and third articles —
is guided by the conviction that mixed methods designs represent a highly valuable approach to
conduct scholarly research on civil war violence (see e.g. Balcells and Justino 2014; Thaler 2017).
Indeed, while the first chapter has a more qualitative bent, both the second chapter on guerrilla
warfare and the third chapter on “new new insurgencies” leverage a methodological approach
combining large-N statistical analyses and case study evidence, thereby allowing me to cast the
focus on macro-level trends and micro-level mechanisms.

Finally, at the ontological level, all three articles are in line with this thesis’ commitment to
place the motives, experiences, and trajectories of flesh-and-blood perpetrators at the heart of our
theories of civil war violence. By striving to shed light on the mechanisms through which rebel
combatants are brought to kill, these articles thus seek to go beyond “abstract accounts that delete
the personhood” of perpetrators (Austin 2020, 554). In doing so, the thesis hopes to motivate
greater engagement by scholars of civil wars with important questions about perpetrators and
perpetration. In the conclusion of this thesis, I address the limitations of these three articles and

discuss their implications for theory and policy.
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Scope Conditions and Definitions

Evidently, it is highly plausible that governmental soldiers committing atrocities during
interstate wars, civilians partaking in genocides, or terrorists carrying out suicide attacks may be
driven to kill through a number of overlapping mechanisms and processes. As Kalyvas (2019)
argues, however, it is essential to differentiate between different forms of political violence by
drawing distinctions between the type of perpetrator and target that they involve, insofar as the
interface between these two factors considerably shapes the essence of each kind of violence. As
such, while this thesis draws inspiration from and imports key concepts from the broader field of
perpetrator studies, it focuses primarily on the processes leading rebel combatants to use direct and
lethal violence against civilians during intrastate conflicts. Table 0.1. situates this form of political
violence within the framework provided by Kalyvas. In the following sections, I discuss why I

chose to restrict my attention to this subject matter.

Table 0.1. Rebel Civilian Targeting in the Landscape of Political Violence

State Target Non-State Target
State Perpetrator Interstate war Civil war
State repression
Genocide

Ethnic cleansing

Non-State Perpetrator Civil war Rebel civilian targeting
Organized crime Intercommunal violence
Rebellion Terrorism
Military coup
Terrorism

Source : Adapted from Kalyvas (2019, 13).
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Intrastate Conflicts

The first reason why this thesis focuses on intrastate conflicts rather than interstate wars is
that, as Figure 0.1. illustrates, conflicts fought between states have become increasingly rare since
the end of the Second World War, while the number of active civil wars has risen steadily.!® The
end of the Cold War, in particular, was followed by a significant spike in the incidence of civil
wars, as “an average of twenty intrastate wars have been in progress at any moment — about ten
times the annual average globally between 1816 and 1989 (Armitage 2017, 5). In contrast, since

1989, “barely 5 percent of the world’s wars have taken place between states” (ibid, 7-8).

Figure 0.1. Number of State-Based Armed Conflicts by Type (1946-2020)
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Source: Pettersson et al. (2021, 4).

13 Following Kalyvas (2006, 17), I define civil wars as armed conflicts waged “within the boundaries of a recognized
sovereign entity between parties that are subject to a common authority at the outset of the hostilities”. Throughout
this thesis, I use the terms “civil”, “intrastate”, and “internal” conflicts interchangeably.
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Estimates suggest that about one-third of all countries on the globe have been afflicted by
civil wars in recent decades (Blattman and Miguel 2010). According to figures from the Uppsala
Conflict Data Program, 221 civil wars were fought in more than 100 countries across the world
from 1946 to 2019 and, since the end of the Cold War, nearly one million civilians have been killed
in intentional attacks by either insurgents or incumbents (Pettersson and Oberg 2020). In that
regard, “[one] has only to think back to the Balkan wars of the 1990s or to those in Rwanda,
Burundi, Mozambique, Somalia, Nicaragua, and Sri Lanka, for instance, to realize how prominent
and deadly internal struggles have been in recent memory, to say nothing of the ongoing suffering
of those who live in their wake” (Armitage 2017, 8). As such, over the years, civil wars have
“gradually become the most widespread, the most destructive, and the most characteristic form of
organized human violence”, emerging today as the primary form of armed conflict on the world
stage and as one of the main threats to international security (ibid, 5). For these reasons, studying
the drivers the violence perpetration in civil wars is arguably a more pressing concern — both from
an academic standpoint and a policy perspective — than it is to analyze these issues in the context
of interstate conflicts.

Despite the empirical prevalence of this type of armed conflict, the field of perpetrator
studies has surprisingly paid far less attention to civil wars than to other forms of political violence,
especially mass atrocities.'* In fact, the vast majority of studies in this field zoom in on a small
number of historically salient focal points — especially the Holocaust and the Rwandan Genocide.

Yet, the number of insights that can be drawn from these studies to analyze violence perpetration

14 Williams (2020a, 2), for instance, notes that, within this literature, “there is a preponderance on the study of
perpetrators of genocide” whereas studies examining other forms of political violence are “seldom positioned explicitly
in the realm of perpetrator research”, resulting in limited cross-fertilization. The Holocaust, in particular, is
“paradigmatic in almost all research on perpetrators and remains emblematic in representations of any violence,
especially in representations of perpetrators” (ibid, 6).
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in civil wars is limited by the fact that many of these large-scale episodes of violence have occurred
in a very idiosyncratic fashion — often as government-sanctioned, highly-bureaucratized processes
of mass extermination (see e.g. Hilberg 1961; Arendt 1964; Hinton 1998; Etcheson 2005).
Theories of perpetration based on these historically singular events may thus have some — but
limited — external validity.

To be sure, it is clear that, while civil wars and mass atrocities are “conceptually distinct
from each other and can be empirically observed in isolation, they are dynamically interlinked” in
that mass atrocities often occur in the midst of wars, both international and civil (Kalyvas 2019,
15; see also Harff 2003). Yet, the reality is that, regardless of the threshold of civilian deaths used
to define mass atrocities, most civil wars do not experience such large-scale episodes of violence.
Instead, the most common form of civilian targeting in civil wars is typically more limited and less
systematic, while also being very proximate and intimate, as combatants regularly find themselves
“face-to-face with their victims, literally getting blood on their hands and registering pleas for
mercy and screams of pain” (Mitton 2015, 74; see also Fujii 2009, 172). Civil war violence,
moreover, often has a very “transgressive [and] ‘fratricidal’ nature”, which makes its perpetration
especially puzzling from a theoretical standpoint (Kalyvas 2019, 16). As the German jurist and
political theorist Carl Schmitt puts it, “[civil] war has something atrocious about it [...] because it
is conducted within a common political unit and because both warring sides at the same time
absolutely affirm and absolutely deny this common unit” (in Armitage 2017, 12). As such, civil
war violence deserves to be treated as a distinctive object of inquiry in that it follows a logic of its
own and displays a number of characteristic features (Kalyvas 2006).

These considerations thus suggest that the processes and mechanisms leading perpetrators
to participate in episodes of mass killings may differ considerably from those driving involvement

in civil war violence. While remaining cognizant of these differences, this thesis will nonetheless
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draw inspiration from the literature on interstate wars and mass atrocities, striving to elucidate how
processes of perpetration diverge and overlap across different forms of political violence. The rich
scholarship on the Rwandan Genocide, for instance, will prove especially useful in illuminating
how group dynamics and situational pressures may turn ordinary people into killers (see e.g. Des
Forges 1999; Straus 2006; Fujii 2009; McDoom 2013; Loyle and Davenport 2020). Some of the
seminal studies in this body of work will also be valuable to make sense of how dynamics of
obedience to authority, patterns of deindividuation, and processes of moral disengagement can
lower individual thresholds of acceptability for violence (see e.g. Arendt 1964; Kelman and

Hamilton 1989; Bandura 1999; Browning [1992] 2017).

Rebel Combatants

The first reason why this thesis focuses on rebel combatants — rather than their
governmental opponents — pertains to the relative lethality of the former.'> As Figure 0.2.
illustrates, rebel groups are estimated to have caused more civilian fatalities than governments in
nearly 75% (23 out of 31) of all years in the 1989-2019 period. Although the empirical record
certainly shows that governments can also display abusive behaviors toward civilian populations
during civil wars (see e.g. Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004; Stanton 2016; Krcmaric
2018; Costalli, Moro, and Ruggeri 2020), the fact that rebels have been the most deadly side of
civil wars in the post-Cold War era thus motivates this thesis’ emphasis on perpetrators belonging

to these organizations.

15 Throughout this thesis, I use the terms rebels and insurgents interchangeably.
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Figure 0.2. Civilians Killed by Rebels and Governments in Civil Wars (1989-2019)
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Source: Based on data from the UCDP One-Sided Violence Dataset. The bars represent the total number of civilians
killed by every rebel groups and governments active in all civil wars in a given year. Two outliers (Srebrenica and the
Rwandan Genocide) have been removed to improve legibility.

Another reason for focusing on rebel combatants stems from the fact that, as discussed
above, much of what we know about perpetration comes from the study of mass atrocities, which
are often carried out by civilian or governmental perpetrators. Indeed, some of the cases that figure
prominently in this literature — such as the Rwandan Genocide — were primarily carried out by
civilians with no direct affiliation to an armed group. The studies based on these cases are thus
unlikely to capture the organizational and military dynamics that, as I show in this thesis, often
underlie processes of perpetration among rebel combatants. While other works have focused on
governmental soldiers — in the German Wehrmacht or the US Army, for instance — they have

seldom addressed how theories about state perpetrators may translate to rebel combatants.
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To be sure, there are certainly a variety of mechanisms that may exert a similar influence
on combatants in both governmental militaries and rebel organizations. Still, there are strong
theoretical reasons to believe that “state and non-state actors [...] have different motivations to kill
civilians” (Lis, Spagat, and Lee 2021, 4). Joshi and Quinn (2017, 228), for instance, showed that
government soldiers and rebel combatants “[targeted] different types of individuals” and responded
to different logics of action during the civil war in Nepal. As this thesis demonstrates, moreover,
rebel combatants are often subjected to distinctive socialization experiences, evolve in specific
operational contexts, and belong to groups with particular types of organizational structures and
membership profiles. All of these factors, I argue, considerably shape the manner in which rebel
combatants come to perpetrate violence against civilians, thereby justifying an investigation
focused on this particular category of perpetrators.

There is one last strand of research in the field of perpetrator studies that may appear
relevant for the purposes of this thesis: the scholarship on radicalization toward terrorism. Indeed,
this literature also focuses heavily on perpetrators’ lived experiences and on the processes through
which individuals are brought to engage in terroristic violence.'® While this body of research
certainly provides important insights to understand the manner in which individuals come to carry
out terrorist attacks, it offers more limited guidance to make sense of violence perpetration by rebel
combatants evolving in intrastate conflicts. This is mainly because most studies on radicalization
focus on “homegrown” terrorists with only loose connections to “established [...] jihadi

organizations” and who carry out attacks against Western countries (King and Taylor 2011, 613).

16 A number of studies in this field place emphasis on individual-level factors like personal victimization (McCauley
and Moskalenko 2011), cognitive dissonance (Maikovich 2005), status or thrill seeking (Venhaus 2010), significance
or identity quests (Kruglanski et al. 2014), and perceived relative deprivations (Moghaddam 2005) to explain
radicalization processes. Others turn to group dynamics to elucidate these patterns, highlighting the role of sociological
or situational determinants such as group polarization (McCauley and Moskalenko 2008), social networks
(Wiktorowicz 2004; Sageman 2004; 2008), outbidding spirals (Bloom 2004), or “condensation” effects (Della Porta
1995).
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Thus, as Kalyvas (2019, 24) argues, the “violence exercised in the context of civil wars should be
distinguished from terrorism” because the essence of terrorism “consists of non-state violence
exercised primarily during times of peace”, while the use of violence by rebel combatants occurs
within a military organization and in a context of active warfare. Accordingly, existing models of
radicalization may have some — but partial — analytical value to make sense of wartime violence
perpetration.

The above suggests, therefore, that rebel combatants remain one of the categories of
perpetrators about which our understanding is the most limited. Considering the distinctive feature
of the groups in which they evolve and the context in which they operate, it thus appears justified
to restrict this thesis’ attention to the trajectories of these combatants toward violence.

Following Lazar (2015, 2), I define combatants as “members of the armed forces of a group
at war [...] who directly participate in hostilities”. To receive this label, individuals must thus bear
arms, have active membership in a rebel group, and direct involvement in war-making; they must
be “in charge of a weapon and/or [work] in any job related to the military endeavor” (Balcells 2017,
20). When using the term “perpetrators”, I refer to the sub-set of combatants who carry out violence
against civilians. It should be noted, however, that “perpetrators” and “victims” are not mutually
exclusive categories. As Williams (2018, 39) aptly remarks, while “there are many actors who fit
neatly into categories as perpetrators who kill [and] victims who are killed”, it appears that “people
can often be more aptly located in the ‘grey zones’ between these categories” (see also Luft 2015).

As the first article of this thesis highlights, for instance, individuals may initially be the victims of
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brutal campaigns of abduction and then come to perpetrate violence themselves once they become

combatants.!”

Lethal Violence Against Civilians

The use of violence by a rebel group can take many forms and may vary along several
dimensions, including the forms of violence that it employs, the type of victims that it targets, and
the frequency and technique with which such violence is used (Gutiérrez-Sanin and Wood 2017).
In this thesis, I focus mainly on direct and lethal violence — that is, the non-accidental infliction of
death on a face-to-face basis.!® Accordingly, my analytic concern here does not lie with frequency
or technique, but with one specific form of violence and one broad category of victims."®

I focus on direct violence because it represents arguably the most difficult form of harm to
inflict. As noted above, Collins’ (2009, 27) seminal book has shown that individuals “[encounter]
a deep interactional obstacle” when faced with the prospect of committing violence. The difficulty
of perpetrating violence is especially strong when one carries it out at close-range and on a face-
to-face basis because, in this situation, perpetrators are confronted with direct physiological cues
from their victims, activating potent “inhibitory mechanisms” that normally limit aggression
among people (Moghaddam 2005, 166). As Grossman ([1995] 2009, 119) remarks, at close-range,
“it becomes extremely difficult to deny [victims’] humanity. Looking in a man’s face, seeing his

eyes and his fear, eliminate denial. At this range the interpersonal nature of the killing has shifted.

17 Baines (2009) offers an illustrative portrait of the multiplicity of roles in civil wars — that is, how someone can be at
once victim and perpetrator — by examining the trajectory of Dominic Ongwen, who was initially abducted by the LRA
in Uganda, but then became involved in many wartime atrocities.

18 Indirect deaths caused by war-related issues like diseases or famine and unintentional deaths resulting from so-called
“collateral damage” thus fall outside the scope of this thesis (Eck and Hultman 2007, 235).

19 Throughout the thesis, I use the terms “violence against civilians” and “civilian targeting” interchangeably.
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[...] [The] killer must shoot at a person and kill a specific individual”.?® A key distinguishing factor
of close-range violence is thus “the undeniable certainty of responsibility on the part of the killer”
(ibid, 114). Considering that rebel groups rarely have access to sophisticated weapons or aircrafts
that could allow them to kill from long distances, this sort of face-to-face violence is typically the
most common way through which rebel combatants inflict harm on civilians.?! On the basis of the
above, I thus view the perpetration of such violence as a theoretical puzzle.

I restrict my attention to lethal violence — or homicide — because, as discussed above, the
scholarship on combatant socialization has devoted considerable attention to the topic of sexual
violence but provides more limited guidance to understand the relationship between socializing
influences and the perpetration of wartime homicides. Lethal violence also represents “an
unambiguous form [of violence] that can be measured more reliably than other forms” (Kalyvas
2006, 20). I focus on lethal violence against civilians in particular because such violence clearly
violates the “normative and legal injunctions against targeting noncombatants” (Downes 2006,
152) and arguably represents a more transgressive behavior than the “legitimate, sanctioned combat
kill” of a military actor (Grossman [1995] 2009, 174). As Lazar (2015, 1) puts it: “Killing civilians
1s worse than killing soldiers. If any moral principle commands near universal assent, this one does.
It is written into every major historical and religious tradition that has addressed armed conflict. It
1s uncompromisingly inscribed in international law. It underpins and informs public discussion of

conflict — we always ask first how many civilians died?”. In contrast, the “targeting of enemy

20 As Malesevié¢ (2010, 227) notes, the “almost universal aversion to close-encounter killings is best illustrated by the
fact that those who are not directly involved in such activities experience significantly fewer psychiatric disorders. For
example, the data shows that sailors and high-altitude pilots who kill at distance have little or no psychiatric problems”.
He adds that the “situation is similar with civilian victims of bombing and prisoners of war under fire, who, despite
their ordeals, express fewer symptoms of psychological illness than the military prison guards who remain in combat
mode or the front-line soldiers”.

21 Data on “technologies of rebellion” indeed indicate that over 65% of rebel groups active between 1944 and 2004
had only access to “low-level” military technologies (Kalyvas and Balcells 2010, 423).
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combatants is unsurprising and indeed expected, it rarely poses a puzzle for analysts” (Manekin
2020, 28).

While it is clear that not all rebel groups will dispense training about the norm of civilian
immunity, I expect that most combatants will have at least a basic awareness about this principle,
recognizing that the perpetration of violence against civilians represents a form of behavior that
“crosses a line” (Kalyvas 2006, 20). Socialization, I argue, represents a key contributing factor in
bringing combatants over this line.

Throughout this thesis, I use the terms civilians and non-combatants interchangeably.
Following Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay (2004, 378-79), I define a civilian as “any unarmed
person who is not a member of [an armed group] and who does not actively participate in hostilities
by intending to cause physical harm to enemy personnel or property” (see also Geneva Convention
IV 1949, Article 3). To be sure, the distinction between combatants and civilians is often far from
clear-cut during civil wars, especially in irregular conflicts where rebels often try to blend into the
civilian population. In fact, this “identification problem” — that is, the difficulty of distinguishing
between rebels and civilians — represents one of the key challenges that governments face when
deploying counterinsurgency operations (Kalyvas 2006, 89). Yet, the identification problem is
usually less severe for rebel groups. While spies and infiltrators remain a danger, rebel combatants
can indeed more easily distinguish between civilians and governmental soldiers, as the latter are
often uniformed and use conventional weapons and tactics. When rebel combatants kill, therefore,
they are more likely to know whether their victim is a soldier or a civilian.

A certain degree of ambiguity also derives from the fact that rebel groups often justify
civilian targeting by invoking that some civilians collaborate with the enemy, arguing that such
behavior nullifies their noncombatant status (Stanton 2016, 28). Yet, as I emphasize in the first and

third articles of this thesis, the denial of civilian immunity can, in itself, constitute a powerful tool
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of socialization, which rebel leaders commonly utilize to remove psychological barriers among

their rank-and-file and bring combatants to kill.

Contributions to the Literature

One of the core claims of this thesis is that, if the use of violence against civilians sometimes
seems so impervious to explanation, it is because we have paid too little attention to the processes
and mechanisms through which low-ranking combatants are brought to kill. Although each article
included in this thesis contains a section delineating its specific contributions to the relevant
literature, it remains essential to address how the thesis as a whole allows us to recast and enhance
our understanding of violence perpetration during civil wars. In particular, this thesis makes a
number of key theoretical and ontological contributions to the literatures on intrastate conflicts,
rebel groups, combatant socialization, and civilian targeting. As discussed above, this thesis sets
out to extend the research agenda on combatant socialization by devoting more attention to lethal
violence, by focusing on the trajectory of “socializees”, and by considering a host of theoretical
areas — operational, strategic, relational, and ideological determinants, in particular — that deserve
to be charted more extensively in this literature.

The thesis also contributes to the field of perpetrator studies by examining a category of
perpetrator and a type of political violence that has received only limited attention in this body of
research: rebel combatants waging civil wars. Indeed, much of what we know about the process of
perpetration comes from studies focusing on civilian or governmental perpetrators involved in
episodes of mass atrocities or on the radicalization trajectory of homegrown terrorists. While
recognizing overlaps and drawing inspiration from existing studies, this thesis pushes this literature

forward by interrogating how the distinctive context in which rebel combatants operate and the
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specific characteristics of the organizations to which they belong can shape their involvement in
violence against civilians.

This thesis, moreover, illustrates that added value of mobilizing a microfoundational
approach — that is, “an analytic strategy where one explains outcomes at the aggregate level via
dynamics at a lower level” — to study rebel behavior and civil war violence (Kertzer 2017, 83). To
be sure, I do not contend that recent studies on wartime violence against civilians “lack
microfoundations”, but rather that they too often “fail to specify what they are” (ibid, 86).
Specifically, the three articles that form this thesis highlight the importance of crafting theories that
are based on an explicit specification of micro-level assumptions about low-ranking combatants
and on a clear delineation of the “micro-macro” causal mechanisms linking individual perpetrators
to collective violence. The thesis thus emphasizes that, to fully make sense of a collective
phenomenon like rebel group violence, “we need to understand the constituent parts that make it
up: individuals and their social interaction” (Barney and Felin 2013, 139). In doing so, the thesis
extends a growing body of research on conflict dynamics, “which takes the locus of agency to be
concrete individuals and not abstract entities such as ethnic or political groups” (Balcells 2017, 9)
and places emphasis on “micro-level motives for individual actions” (Lyall 2014, 190).

Rather than glossing over the mechanisms through which perpetrators come to engage in
civilian targeting, this thesis indeed casts the focus on their backgrounds, motives, dispositions,
experiences, and trajectories. The thesis thus advances our understanding of civil war violence by
allowing us to challenge some of the simplistic and/or homogenizing assumptions about low-
ranking combatants that often inform academic, media, and popular accounts on rebel groups. As
I discuss in the first article, these homogenizing assumptions about rebel behavior often obscure
the striking variations that we sometimes witness in the behaviors of different combatants

belonging to the same organization and even in the conduct of specific combatants at different
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points in time. They also mask the fact that “the same violent outcomes can be generated by very
different types of people, [most] of whom give no hint of evil impulses” (Zimbardo 2005, 24).
Instead, this thesis builds on the latest research on combatant socialization to demonstrate that rebel
organizations should not be viewed as monolithic or unitary entities, but as “heterogenous [groups]
of actors with their own preferences, beliefs, and propensities toward violence” (Manekin 2020,
199).

By foregrounding the diverse social processes and mechanisms through which rebel
combatants become perpetrators, this thesis instead strives to restore the humanity of these
individuals and to treat them as intentional agents, whose behaviors are underpinned by complex
socio-psychological dynamics. Shedding light on the manner in which violence is lived and
experienced by combatants thus provides safeguards against a common bias known as the “the
fundamental attribution error” — that is, a tendency to underestimate the role of situational factors
and to “make unwarranted attributions about traits [and] dispositions” (Ross 2018, 751; see also
1977).2% Focusing on the trajectory of rebel perpetrators indeed leads one to avoid inferring goals,
preferences, beliefs, or motives from observed behaviors, highlighting that what combatants do
does not necessarily reflect who they are.

Accordingly, this thesis demonstrates the theoretical rewards that can be reaped by making
an analytic commitment to investigate violence against civilians at a lower level of analysis and to
craft theories which are based on a more “explicit stipulation of how individuals behave” (Pearlman
2013, 388). For one thing, this kind of microfoundational approach forces “us to think hard about
the final unit of analysis of [our models], that is, about each individual (and his motives and

actions)”, thereby allowing us to craft “theories that are more transparent [...] and easier to falsify”

22 Zimbardo (2005) calls this tendency to link violent behaviors to innate pathologies the “rush to the dispositional”.
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(Boix and Stokes 2009, 545). Making our micro-level assumptions about individual perpetrators
more explicit indeed facilitates the evaluation of the consistency and plausibility of the underlying
postulates on which our theories of civilian targeting rest. By placing emphasis on micro-macro
linkages, the thesis provides a framework to “meaningfully [address] the central issue of social
aggregation” and to specify how the behaviors of rebel combatants combine to generate broader
outcomes (Barney and Felin 2013, 138).2° Beginning at a greater degree of specificity to then climb
up the “ladder of abstraction” thus provides an opportunity to build our theories on firmer
theoretical and ontological grounds (Sartori 1970).

Indeed, as Kalyvas aptly remarks, “[by] relying on the insights that micro-oriented research
[on violence] produces, we can actually move up the ladder of abstraction in a way that’s much
more meaningful and useful” (in Kalyvas and Straus 2020, 6). While the resulting scholarship is
not especially parsimonious nor does it offer neat explanations in which one cause generates one
effect, I believe that it more accurately reflects the fundamental diversity of rebel perpetrators and
the inherent complexity of the perpetration process.

As the three articles that form this thesis demonstrate, mobilizing a microfoundational
approach focused on low-ranking perpetrators can allow us to gain a more granular understanding
of wartime civilian targeting, without necessarily leading to “infinite regress” or having to “deny
the role of structures and institutions” (Barney and Felin 2013, 139). This is, in large measure,
because the purpose of such an approach is not to reduce violent outcomes to the idiosyncratic
characteristics of each perpetrator, but to explain the origins of collective violence as the result of
the actions of flesh and blood individuals and their interaction with other agents within a specified

social environment.

23 For a thorough discuss on the issue of aggregation in international relations, see also Gildea (2020).
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A final way in which this thesis advances our understanding of wartime civilian targeting
is by engaging in theoretical integration. As Balcells and Stanton (2021, 2—3) rightfully remarked

in a recent review of the field

significant work remains in order to develop an integrated theoretical understanding of
patterns of violence against civilians that explicitly acknowledges the multiple actors and
interactive social processes driving violence. Rather than privileging one single theoretical
account over others, scholars ought to acknowledge that multiple theoretical explanations
can coexist—often at different levels of analysis—and ought to explore how these
theoretical explanations interact with one another.

By casting the focus on the interplay between vertical and horizontal socialization
dynamics, the three articles that form this thesis highlight that theories about violence origination
cannot be used as surrogates for theories about violence perpetration. Instead, they show that
organizational-level factors and combatant-level dynamics should be considered conjointly in
order to paint a fuller picture of the dynamics of rebel violence. In particular, the thesis reveals that
the rationalistic or strategic approaches that are most commonly utilized to explain the incidence
of rebel violence against civilians are often unsatisfactory to shed light on the processes through
which low-ranking combatants come to perpet