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Abstract 

This thesis seeks to highlight and understand the phenomenon of civilian self-protection during 
mass atrocities. I begin by demonstrating the structural barriers to international atrocity 
prevention and mitigation, and why civilian self-protection is therefore necessary. Next, to 
contexualize civilian self-protection, I look at why mass atrocities happen and how they work, 
arguing they are elite-led processes, but occur in a complex conflict system. The core ofthe 
thesis looks at empirical examples of civilian self-protection, theorizes their dynamics, and 
proposes avenues for their improvement. Finally, I use civilian self-protection to bridge divides 
between various theories and disciplines. This thesis is the first academic work to examine why 
civilian self-protection is necessary, how civilians respond differently to various types of mass 
violence, and civilian self-protection's place in related theoretical literature. 
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Introduction 

Civilians in conflict 

Millions of civilians have died as a result of mass killings in the 20th and 21st centuries, 

but only in the last twenty years is it appropriate to speak of a global "atrocity prevention" 

community. The horrors ofthe Holocaust, and to a lesser extent the Armenian Genocide before 

it, brought the existence of mass killing into public discourse. The efforts of Raphael Lemkin 

were instrumental in institutionalizing the concept of"genocide", but despite his phenomenal 

industry there was little attention paid to actually preventing or mitigating mass killing for fifty 

years after the end of World War II. The end ofthe Cold War allowed for a less polarized 

international arena and a growing consensus that violence against civilians should spark action. 

Consequently, the events of Bosnia, Kosovo, Rwanda, and Darfur caused the rapid multiplication 

of international agencies, academics, activists, and NGO's devoted to creating the expertise and 

political will necessary to intervene in atrocities. This energy for preventing and responding to 

atrocities culminated in the Responsibility to Protect Doctrine, which was instituted as an 

international norm by the UN in 2005. 1 

Despite the major progress that has been made, a significant question remains: how do 

civilians actually survive conflict? We know surprisingly little about the answer. This first 

question in turn prompts several more. Do those who survive have certain advantages over those 

that do not survive? Is this phenomenon meaningful or measurable? If so, can civilians be 

taught to survive conflict better? 

Part of the reason these questions are so difficult to answer is that traditional academic 

and policy framings of conflict have focused on violent actors as the major players, while 

1 Since 2005, focus has generally shifted from intervening in mass killing to preventing it outright. 
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civilians have been relegated to the role of passive victims. In the last ten years, however, that 

has begun to change. Stathis Kalyvas' 2006 book The Logic of Violence in Civil War is probably 

the best example ofthis type of research. Kalyvas points out that previous scholars had little 

idea of why some villages were destroyed in internal conflicts while others escaped damage 

almost entirely, arguing civilians are active players in determining the course of conflict. 2 Other 

scholars, such as Oliver Kaplan, have continued to work in this vein and have produced better 

understandings of the choices civilians make during conflict. 3 

So while the literature on civilian agency in conflict is growing, the topic of civilian self-

protection during mass atrocities remains largely unaddressed. A few scholars, such as Casey 

Barrs, Erin Baines, and Emily Paddon have begun to take on the issue. 4 Though our knowledge 

on the issue is limited, the evidence we do have points to the remarkable resilience of civilians. 

It would seem that most civilians who do survive mass atrocities do so with little help from 

beyond their immediate communities and through the utilization of small-scale social networks. 5 

Civilian self-protection is then important for two reasons: its ubiquity and its absence from the 

literature on violent conflict. Therefore, if scholars and atrocity prevention practitioners wish to 

reduce the civilian toll of conflict, they would do well to better understand this phenomenon. 

Definitions 

This paper will use the terms "mass killing" and "mass atrocities" throughout, but before 

going into why I use those terms and what they mean, it is worth taking a moment to detail why I 

henceforth refrain from using "genocide". The term has two major problems: it refers to a 

2 Kalyvas 2006. 
3 Kaplan 2010, Kaplan 2012, Kaplan 2013, Nudging Armed Groups, and Kaplan 2013, Protecting Civilians in Civil 
War. 
4 Baines and Paddon 2012, Barrs 2004, Barrs 2006, and Barrs 2010. 
5 I am referring to social networks in the classical sense, and not to mediums like facebook. 
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limited subset of violence against civilians and its definition is unclear. The Genocide 

Convention, at the insistence of the Soviet Union, does not include mass atrocities perpetrated 

against political groups. Additionally, "genocide" does not capture mass killing that happens 

during asymmetric conflicts where no circumscribed group is targeted, an issue I will address in 

more detail in chapter 2. "Genocide" also suffers from an inherent ambiguity. How many 

people need to be killed for the intent of violence to be considered the attempt to destroy a group 

"in part"?6 The wide array of possible answers leaves "genocide" an unsatisfactory way to 

categorize mass violence against civilians, even if the term continues to carry significant moral 

weight. 

"Mass killing" or "mass atrocities" are the most commonly used terms to denote violence 

against civilians.. I will use the two terms interchangeably for the sake of linguistic variation. 7 

While "mass killing" has a more concise and agreed-upon definition than "mass atrocities", 

"mass atrocities" is also more commonly used in the policy, academic, and activist worlds. But 

what makes "mass atrocities" different from "mass death" or just "atrocities"? To take on the 

first part of the question, "mass killing" differs from "mass death" because the death that takes 

place is part of intentional process, so there is a perpetrator and victim. In this way, my 

definition of mass killing takes the intent present in the Genocide Convention but discards its 

limiting group categories. 8 The adjective "mass" is also an important component of the 

definition. "Mass" is needed to distinguish between conflicts in which a few civilians die and 

larger-scale ones. While "mass atrocities" are almost always made up of smaller incidents 

(accordingly, Daniel Solomon calls mass atrocities "meta-events"), the dynamics of mass killing 

6 United Nations 1948, 277-86. 
7 Some may disagree, but in my view, "mass atrocities" refers only to lethal violence, even if other phenomena, like 
rape and mutilations, often happen simultaneously. 
8 Ibid, 277-86. 
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episodes that kill fifty people versus 5,000 are likely quite different. 9 Perpetrator organizations 

that kill 5,000 people are likely far more organized and dedicated to killing civilians than groups 

that kill fifty, and therefore lumping the two in the same category would provide little 

explanatory value. To more succinctly divide between these two phenomena, however, a 

numerical threshold is needed. Most scholars place the bar for what qualifies as a mass atrocity 

at between 500-1,000 victims killed by a single group in a particular twelve-month period, and 

this paper will follow that lead. 10 

One final issue to address before providing my own definition of a mass atrocity is what 

mass killing entails and what it does not. "Killing" is a seemingly direct act, but certain 

circumstances, like the intentional withholding of aid or the banishment of populations to 

uninhabitable areas could also qualify. I choose to include these acts because they are often a 

crucial part of perpetrators' strategies. This begs the question: could a mass atrocity occur 

without physically violent deaths? I do not think so, because a famine for example, which may 

be the result of intentional government policy, is representative of a different dynamic than mass 

killing. This dynamic is much less likely to involve soldiers or be exerted through a violent 

organization. While combatants may be involved in repressing dissent or moving populations, 

the locus ofthe strategy lies in a civil bureaucracy rather than an armed force. For the purposes 

of this paper then, I will define a mass killing/mass atrocity as an episode in which no less than 

20% of civilians die violent deaths. This is unavoidably an arbitrary number, but I see 20% as 

high enough to ensure that the dynamics familiar to mass killings will appear even if the tactics 

are slightly different. My full definition of a mass killing/mass atrocity is as follows: A mass 

killing/mass atrocity is the intentional killing of at least 1,000 civilians over a twelve month 

9 Solomon 2013, The Four Dilemmas of a Mass Atrocity. 
10 Ulfelder and Valentino 2008. 
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period by a discrete combatant group. 11 If the number of civilians killed by a combatant group 

drops below 500 for three consecutive subsequent twelve month periods, then the mass 

killing/mass atrocity episode ended in the first of those periods. 

Another point of linguistic clarification: I will use the terms soldier/perpetrator/combatant 

interchangeably through this paper. Because I am talking about mass atrocities, soldiers are also 

going to be perpetrators and then by definition combatants. There are some limited scenarios 

where I speak of soldiers outside of mass atrocity scenarios, and in these cases I stick to 

soldier/combatant. However, the identity of a "soldier" does not differ significantly when their 

unit kills ten civilians versus 10,000 even ifthe organization they exist in does. Similarly, I will 

use civilian/noncombatant interchangeably. It is important to understand that while for the most 

part these are definitions are clear, mass atrocities are often messy and it can be exceptionally 

difficult to distinguish combatants from civilians. Scott Straus' account of perpetrators' 

testimonies in Rwanda, for example, demonstrates that civilians can become involved with very 

little build-up and they can also leave violent organizations just as quickly. While this reality 

problematizes neat definitions of who is a civilian, I will use this definition for 

civilians/noncombatants: a civilian/noncombatant is someone who is not a member of an armed 

force and is not actively working to commit violence. Conversely, a soldier/combatant is 

someone who is a member of an armed force or who is actively working to commit violence. A 

perpetrator is an individual who meets that criteria during a mass killing episode. 

11 I picked 1,000 as the threshold rather than 500 because in mass atrocity scenarios, it can be difficult to 
accurately count the dead, and therefore having a higher threshold makes it less likely to that a certain episode 
termed a mass atrocity turns out not to be. 
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My argument 

My thesis is divided into five chapters. While it is perhaps hard to pick out a single 

argument my paper makes, it seeks to highlight the phenomenon of civilian self-protection in an 

appropriate context. Each chapter makes it own argument, though they link and overlap to form 

a broader theory of why civilians survive mass atrocities, how this knowledge can be used, and 

what it all means. As far as I know, my thesis is the first academic work to examine why 

civilians survive on their own, and then differentiate nonviolent civilian self-protection strategies 

by the type of violence they face. My thesis is also the first to look at how nonviolent civilian 

self-protection challenges traditional scholarly conceptions of nonviolent civil resistance. My 

approach to mass atrocities and nonviolent civilian self-protection is inter-disciplinary, drawing 

from political science, anthropology, sociology, history, peace studies, and psychology, among 

other fields. 

One caveat before I outline my main argument: understanding the existence of nonviolent 

civilian self-protection during mass atrocities as a distinct concept is very new, and there is very 

little existing empirical evidence. The only explicit empirical accounts I have documenting 

civilian self-protection during mass atrocities are Baines and Paddon's work on northern Uganda 

and South and Harrigan et al.' s article for Global to Local Protection that includes a couple of 

brief case studies. 12 Oliver Kaplan and Hancock and Mitchell have also looked at civilian self-

protection, but in the context of civil war violence. 13 Finally, Casey Barrs was, I believe, the 

first to begin writing about civilian self-protection and has done some excellent theoretical work 

on the topic. Though he has largely shied away from using empirical examples, it is probably his 

12 Baines and Paddon 2012 and South and Harrigan et al. 2012. 
13 Hancock and Mitchell 2007, Kaplan 2010, Kaplan 2012, Kaplan 2013, Nudging Armed Groups, and Kaplan 2013, 
Protecting Civilians in Civil War. 
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work that has most profoundly influenced this thesis. 14 Beyond that, the sources I have been 

working with refer to other related phenomenon, and so drawing concrete conclusions on exactly 

what civilians do to survive mass atrocities is difficult. I do my best to provide a framework for 

understanding strategies, but I stop short of proposing a complete theory of nonviolent civilian 

self-protection during mass atrocities. 

In this thesis, I argue that the structure of international institutions, from the UN to 

NGO's hampers consistent and effective prevention and intervention in mass killing episodes, 

which are elite-driven processes carried out by ordinary individuals. Therefore most civilians 

who do survive mass atrocities do so because ofhelp from their immediate community. 

Civilians use different strategies to survive mass killing based on the type of violence they face. 

Finally, scholars have neglected the agency of civilians in conflict, and an understanding to this 

phenomenon aids our conceptions of civilian autonomy, informal politics, and nonviolent civil 

resistance. 

My first chapter addresses why the international community is unable to respond 

effectively and in a timely manner to outbreaks of mass killings. My second chapter looks at 

why mass atrocities begin and how they function. In the next chapter, I examine what civilians 

do to survive mass atrocities, specifically which strategies apply to particular types of violence. 

Fourth, I look at how these strategies can be improved. My fifth chapter examines why scholars 

of strategic nonviolent action have not extended their research to study civilian self-protection, 

and how self-protection builds bridges with other disciplines. Finally, my conclusion offers 

some last thoughts and avenues for further research. 

14 Barrs 2004, Barrs 2006, and Barrs 2010. 
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Chapter 1 -The Response Gap: Cause, form, and effect 

Introduction 

In their preface to Zones of Peace, Landon Hancock and C.R. Mitchell write, "Forces 

deployed within and between countries, often from regional or international forces, reduce 

violence and can allow IDP's and refugees to return to their homes. However, funding and 

jurisdictional issues reduce the viability of peacekeeping ... neither peacekeeping nor outright 

occupation can necessarily provide long-term security for people living in conflict zones ... " 15 

This chapter seeks to understand why this phenomenon, which I will call "the response gap", 

exists. Hancock and Mitchell are right to point at both the issues that prevent peacekeeper 

deployment and reduce their effectiveness once they are deployed, but these are only two of the 

many barriers that prevent governments and IGO's from responding quickly and effectively to 

mass atrocities around the world. Therefore, when I use the term "response gap", I am referring 

to a range of gaps that require filling before civilians can be protected. Ultimately, I argue that 

the barriers to filling the response gap are simply too entrenched to make much progress via a 

top-down model of civilian protection. 

I will begin by examining an intra-institutional example ofthe response gap and why this 

singular experience points to the existence of broader structural problems. Second, a brief 

section will look at who performs early warning and atrocity mitigation. Next, I will investigate 

how intelligence on mass atrocities is gathered and early warning produced. After that, I will 

look at the many institutional barriers to atrocity prevention and response. The penultimate 

section will examine the psychological barriers to effective prevention and response. Finally, I 

15 Hancock and Mitchell 2007, xiii-xiv. 
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will look at what the future might hold in regards to the ability to prevent and mitigate mass 

atrocities. 

Kapila's futile struggle 

Mukesh Kapila arrived in Sudan in March 2003 as the UN's resident coordinator, which 

placed him in charge of all UN operations. He planned to implement a peace deal between the 

government and rebel forces that would be hailed as a major advance in international conflict 

mediation. Born in India but educated in England, Kapila had spent nearly his entire adult life 

working for the United Kingdom's Department for International Development. He arrived in 

Khartoum with significant experience in conflict zones around the world. He was one of the first 

on the scene following the Rwandan Genocide and had organized on-the-ground aid operations 

alongside Kurdish separatist fighters in Iraq, but this posting was the most prestigious of his life. 

Kapila did not know that his time in Sudan would see the beginnings of the Darfur Genocide, 

and that he, as a prominent UN official, would be largely powerless to stop it. 16 

Kapila' s thirteen month tenure in Sudan was characterized by poor intelligence, 

bureaucratic isolation, and a near complete inability to act. He arrived in Sudan with limited 

knowledge of the country (he had studied medicine in Khartoum many years before) and without 

Arabic-language skills. In Kapila' s telling in his book, Against a Tide of Evil, when reports 

started to trickle in about rebel activity in Darfur, he was totally unprepared. Not only did he not 

understand what the conflict was about, he did not even know the identities of Darfur's different 

16 Kapila 2013. 
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groups. 17 While perhaps this is simply a product of a narrative style that would appeal to a mass 

audience, it is a bit shocking how events seemed to take him by utter surprise. 18 

A constant theme throughout the book is Kapila's inability to find reliable and up-to-date 

intelligence on happenings around Sudan. He had to rely on his security chiefs informal contacts 

or individuals from outside the UN system for intelligence. However, there were many instances 

in which he did not have the intelligence he needed to inform accurate dispatches to UN 

headquarters. Part ofthis problem stemmed from an incredibly obstructionist government. 

Sudan bugged his office, assigned him a driver that secretly reported to the state security 

services, and regularly denied his requests to expand aid and fact-finding missions to different 

parts ofthe country. 19 As a UN officer, he was largely at Khartoum's mercy. 

The nature ofthe UN system was a central reason for Kapila's paralysis and subsequent 

frustration. First, his mission was chiefly humanitarian, meaning he was supposed to help 

victims of violence rather than attempting to end the conflict. 20 Second, his increasingly 

desperate dispatches sent to New York were met almost entirely with silence. The UN perceived 

Kapila has hysterical, but in Kapila's telling, this was because it had little interest in Darfur. 21 

Finally, he initially had serious trouble shifting the UN's gaze toward Darfur and away from the 

peace deal between the government and the SPLA. This had been the UN' s original focus in 

17 Ibid, 31-85. 
18 There are some reasons to doubt Kapila as a reliable narrator. On multiple occasions, he exoticizes African 
locations and people to an uncomfortable degree. Second, he portrays Darfur conflict as entirely ethnic, despite 
the role of political objectives. Third, he demonstrates a remarkable naivety for how counterinsurgency and mass 
killing function, heavily stressing the moral rather than the institutional and bureaucratic aspects. Fourth, at one 
point, he indirectly praises the Kagame government, which has itself been responsible for mass atrocities in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo. Fifth, he frames his book by placing himself in personal opposition to a vast 
(and functionally faceless) evil, which may have led to exaggerated self-celebration. Finally, he fails to 
acknowledge that good intentions does not necessarily lead to the best possible outcome. Ibid, 10-249. 
19 Ibid, 14-188. 
20 Ibid, 58. 
21 Ibid, 52-148. 
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Sudan, and even when it was clear the SPLA would not sign a peace deal with an ongoing 

conflict in Darfur, the UN had a hard time changing gears. 22 

Kapila repeatedly lampoons the intransigence of UN bureaucrats and attributes the UN' s 

inaction in Darfur to willful ignorance and malevolent intentions. 23 He is not the first to make 

that line of argument. In her landmark study of America's response to genocide, Samantha 

Power forcefully argues that political will is the main ingredient missing from an effective 

atrocity mitigation policy.24 While her book, A Problem from Hell, is far more nuanced that 

Kapila's analysis, they both fall into the trap of seeing intentionality where there is largely 

structural deficiencies. Each problem that Kapila faced stemmed from larger bureaucratic and 

political processes, and to be understood fully, must be analyzed in that context. 

Who does early warning and atrocity mitigation? 

International organizations (principally the UN), regional governmental organizations, 

and governments all perform early warning and atrocity mitigation. 25 The UN merits special 

attention because of its global reach and its mission as a forum for solving global problems. No 

other organization has the capacity to implement conflict-specific solutions internationally. 

More specifically, the UN plays the biggest role of any institution in atrocity prevention and 

mitigation.26 Within the UN, the Special Adviser on the Prevention of Genocide is the primary 

22 Ibid, 87. 
23 1bid. 
24 Power 2002. Patrick Meier and Susanna Campbell argue that a lack of political will is part of the problem, but 
this fails to take into account the informational deficiencies policymakers face when deciding whether or not to 
intervene. From Meier and Campbell 2007, 5. 
25 Some NGO's also perform early warning and atrocity mitigation, but for the purposes of this chapter, I will focus 
on IGO's and to a lesser extent national governments because they are tasked with providing overriding solutions 
to the widespread problems like mass atrocities. I will examine the role of NGO's in atrocity prevention and 
mitigation in later chapters. 
26 Wulf and Debiel 2009, 1. 

17 



international institutional player in atrocity prevention and mitigation. However, other agencies, 

such as the UNDP and the UNDPA also have major roles. 27 

Recently, there has been an outsourcing of conflict prevention and mitigation from the 

UN to regional governmental organizations. 28 Increasingly, regional organizations operate their 

own conflict early warning systems and peacekeeping battalions. 29 This often allows for better 

analysis and quicker troop deployment, although many regional organizations lack the UN's 

overall capacity. 

The United States is likely the only government in the world with aspirations to be a 

major player in atrocity prevention. Samantha Power, who once argued so forcefully for US 

intervention in genocides abroad, is currently the US Ambassador to the UN. Her efforts were 

partially responsible for the creation of the APB, which has been a major step in promoting 

interagency cooperation on the topic. Her presence in the Obama administration is also partially 

driving administration policy on atrocity prevention and mitigation to previously unseen 

heights. 30 Other governments do collect conflict intelligence, fund prevention programs, and 

even occasionally intervene militarily, but to a much lesser extent than the US. Perhaps only 

France, with its recent interventions in former colonies Mali and the Central African Republic, 

can compare. 

Intelligence and early warning 

Collecting intelligence and producing early warning alerts are the basis for any form of 

atrocity prevention or mitigation. Crucially, these tasks are different and the former does not 

27 Woocher 2006. 
28 Ibid, 1. 
29 Ibid and Terefe Tiruneh 2010. 
30 Hamilton 2014. 
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necessarily lead to the latter. Even turning information into early warning is an often difficult 

task that must be completed. As Andrew Blum argues, to tum intelligence into early warning, 

there needs to be an actionable mechanism and political will to have gathered intelligence and 

then processed into early warning, let alone prevention or atrocity mitigation. 31 Wulf and Debiel 

write, " .. the underlying assumptions of most early warning systems is that international actors 

will take over responsibility as protectors as soon as adequate information is being processed 

along with rules and procedures for initiating appropriate action at the level of an international or 

regional organisation [sic]."32 Unfortunately this is not so. Gathering intelligence and creating 

early warning is just the first step of a larger process. 

While there are numerous intelligence-gathering, early warning, and prevention/response 

systems around the world, nowhere is there an integrated network that effectively does all 

three. 33 Intelligence-gathering is the first step, but many institutions responsible for prevention 

suffer from a lack of intelligence. Regional organizations rarely have good information of 

happenings beyond the capital and the UN lacks an intelligence wing, relying on informal 

contacts, internal documents, data that governments are willing to share, and open-source data. 34 

This deficiency is laid bare in the UN's unusually hard-hitting report on its failure to intervene 

effectively to stop mass killing in Rwanda in 1994. Though much analysis of criticism after the 

event focused on the UN's unwillingness to trust an informant's information on the impending 

ethnically-motivated slaughter of Tutsis and moderate Hutus, the report points out that Romeo 

Dallaire, the mission commander ofUNAMIR, admitted he could not be sure that the 

31 Blum 2013 and Terefe Tiruneh 2010, 13. 
32 Wulf and Debiel 2009, 3. 
33 Newton 2010. 
34 Beswick 2012 and Champagne 2006. 

19 



information was not intended to lead peacekeepers into a trap. 35 Finally, the report argues, 

"Much could have been gained by a more active preventive policy aimed at identifying the risks 

for conflict or tension, including through an institutionalized cooperation with academics, NGOs 

and better coordination within different parts of the United Nations system dealing with 

Rwanda."36 While what the report described would have improved Dallaire's ability to act, it is 

also crucial that no major structural changes are recommended (accordingly, Mack and Furlong 

argue that the failure to prevent genocide in Rwanda was endemic to the UN system). 37 Even 

after a failure like Rwanda, major institutional change appears unlikely. 

Mukesh Kapila experienced many of the same problems during his posting in Sudan. His 

intelligence was often derived through chance encounters, such as when he managed to divert his 

flight over Darfur so that he could see villages burning, or when he was able to hear the truth at a 

town hall meeting in Darfur only because his government minder momentarily left the room. He 

resorted to illegally going outside the UN and having a friend sneak into Darfur to link up with 

SLM rebels. This venture produced the first photographic evidence he saw of mass killing in 

Darfur. 38 He received only intermittent reports on the situation in Darfur for the rest of his time 

in Sudan.39 

The final problem with gathering intelligence that informs atrocity prevention and 

mitigation is that the intelligence community has failed to move away from a Cold War context. 

Today, threats tend to occur in marginal areas ofthe world, and useable intelligence no longer 

emerges from a rigid, hierarchal bureaucracy. 40 This issue is particularly relevant for the US 

35 Independent Inquiry into the Actions of the United Nations During the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda 1999, 1-11. 
36 Ibid, Ill. 
37 Mack and Furlong 2004, 64. 
38 Kapila 2013, 69-110. 
39 Ibid, 165-84. 
40 Woocher 2010, 44. 
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government, which collects large quantities of world-wide intelligence. This may be true, but 

the nature of emerging threats following the Cold War has necessitated a shift towards using 

open sources and examining smaller organizations. This shift is helpful for the use of 

intelligence for atrocity prevention, but as Woocher notes, there is still plenty of progress to be 

made. 41 

Once intelligence is gathered, it must be aggregated into readable form to create an early 

warning. This is the basis of an EWS, which Austin defines as, " ... any initiative that focuses on 

systematic data collection, analysis and/or formulation of recommendations, including risk 

assessment and information sharing, regardless of topic, whether they are quantitative, 

qualitative or a blend ofboth."42 The key part of intelligence, is that if it is going to be made 

into actionable early warning, it must provide policymakers with clear avenues for action and the 

potential consequences of inaction. 43 

Unfortunately, this often does not happen. Many organizations have multiple channels 

with which to transmit intelligence, and it is not captured in any systematic way. Three 

examples, the UN, the EU, and IGAD/CEWARN demonstrate this phenomenon. In the UN, the 

Special Adviser on the Prevention of Genocide is supposed to be the main creator of early 

warning reports, but he does not even have any formal methodology for creating them. Woocher 

argues that for bureaucratic reasons (that will be discussed further in the next section) the Special 

Adviser has failed to establish any sort of system that methodically collects intelligence for early 

warning. 44 To compound these problems, the UN uses email and shared datasets to 

41 Ibid, 48-9. 
42 Austin 2003, 2. 
43 Barton and von Hippel 2008, 11-13. 
44 Woocher 2006, 1-2. Woocher also argues that only two weeks of work for a single staffer would be enough to 
establish such a system. From personal experience working on a nearly identical project for the Sentinel Project 
for Genocide Prevention, this appears a gross underestimate. 
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communicate internally about early warning, but this process is slow and fails to reach some of 

the necessary offices. 45 Similarly, the UN has poor institutional memory because of a high 

turnover rate and a lack of coherent storage of past reports. 46 Another example of the UN' s 

failure to effectively use information is present in Kapila's account. During his time in Sudan, 

he sent numerous dispatches back to UN headquarters, but it is unclear that anyone ever read 

them. 47 

The EU fares no better at early warning. There is no consensus of what early warning 

even means at the EU, and governments regularly fail to share information with each other. 

Intelligence that is produced is not captured in any systematic way, multiple channels for sending 

early warning reports exist, there is no formal hierarchy of warning agencies, and there is no 

recognized institutional difference between warning and response. 48 All these problems hamper 

the EU's ability to create early warning. 49 

While the EU and the UN both have their problems, two regional organizations that 

perform early warning in Africa are far worse off. Though IGAD and CEW ARN are supposed 

to work in tandem, they often do not share information. CEW ARN suffers from relying on 

external funders, and therefore is constantly on the verge of collapse. 50 IGAD is overburdened 

by conflicts in the region and has thus chosen to focus on small-scale pastoralist conflicts. 

Ironically then, in one of the most war-tom regions of Africa, the early warning system is 

perhaps the worst on the continent. 51 

45 Kudzanai Dambanemuya 2013, 59. 
46 Mack and Furlong 2004, 67. 
47 Kapila 2013. 
48 Babaud and Ndung'u 2012, 7. 
49 Beswick 2012, 5-14. 
50 Tirefe Tiruneh 2010, 19. 
51 Wulf and Debiel 2009, 18. In the last ten years, the region of East Africa I GAD covers has seen state-sponsored 
mass atrocities in Sudan on two separate instances and in South Sudan. From Ulfelder 2013, Trends in State-
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One potential barrier, that for the moment remains theoretical, is the potential for 

perpetrators to abuse EWS' procedures. 52 For example, if a government knew that troop 

movements of a certain number of soldiers would trigger an early warning alert, they have two 

options. First, they could move troops toward a particular village, but not attack, thus 

discrediting the EWS. Alternatively, they could seek to move troops in small increments to 

avoid activating the early warning alert. 

Early warning and subsequent prevention is still a somewhat new idea, but crucially it 

has still not been implemented systematically in any major organization in the world. Initiatives 

like the APB are a good start, but the next twenty years will be an exciting time for EWS's. 53 

Institutional barriers to prevention and response 

In his ambitious study Bureaucracy, James Q. Wilson argues that the institutions that 

tend to grow, and perhaps most crucially, receive funding, are ones without competitors, a 

supportive constituency, and a clear mission. 54 Arguably, the UN and regional governmental 

organizations have none of these. The UN and regional organizations' subservient position in 

comparison to individual states in the current international system means they exist in a 

permanently imperiled situation. Wilson further expounds on this situation by proposing the 

dilemma posed by entrepreneurial politics. Programs that benefit large numbers of people but 

have only a few sources of funding are unlikely to be sustainable, because their per-capita value 

is low. 55 For prevention and atrocity mitigation, the situation is worse still because the citizens 

Sponsored Mass Killing Over Time. Without reliable data on non-state sponsored mass killing, there is a high 
chance that Somalia, Kenya, and perhaps Uganda experienced mass atrocities during this period. 
52 Ibid, 27. 
53 Ibid, 3 and Terefe Tiruneh 2010, 5. 
54 Wilson 1989, 195. 
55 Ibid, 77. 
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that benefit largely do not live in countries that pay for them. This status is a key reason that the 

UN and regional organizations struggle to close the response gap. In the words of Wulf and 

Debiel, " ... the EWR mechanism is far from being efficient since the UN is a bureaucratic 

organisation [sic] with a 'silo' mentality among the different agencies and departments, and the 

UN Security Council is a highly politicised [sic] body."56 Furthermore, the two authors 

summarize Laurie Nathan's work on the general organizational barriers to closing the response 

gap, writing: 

Nathan (2007) identifies four reasons for the disconnect between early warning advisors and 
early-response decision makers: (1) the different level of seniority (the early warning advisors 
are often middle-level officials or external academic advisors); (2) the decision makers often 
prefer to rely on their own sources of information; (3) the decision makers lack of time and their 
overload with contradictory information; and (4) the confidentiality of some information and 
their political sensitivity. 57 

The bureaucratic structure of the UN and regional organizations has many inherent 

problems in relation to the capacity to prevent and mitigate mass atrocities. Most obviously, 

things are slow to happen. During the Rwandan Genocide, despite protestations from Dallaire 

and a vote by the UNSC to dramatically increase the troop count, troops did not arrive in time. 

Two months after the start of the genocide, UNAMIR was at one-tenth of its intended strength 

and the soldiers it did have were woefully underequipped. 58 As if to underline this problem, it 

took more than five years to publish the report that made these findings. 59 The EU has a similar 

problem: the EU' s Instrument of Stability, supposedly a rapid response tool, takes two to four 

56 Wulf and Debiel 2009, 1. 
57 Ibid, 27 and Nathan 2007, 54. 
58 Independent Inquiry into the Actions of the United Nations During the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda 1999, II. 
59 Ibid. 
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months to deliver funding once a decision is reached. 60 This aspect of the bureaucratic process is 

not productive when fast-moving conflicts are occurring in distant countries. 61 

Another problem with institutions is the turf wars that are created between sections. 

Wilson argues that departments within organizations tend to be more interested in protecting 

their position as relevant to the organization over everything else, even access to funding. 62 

Within the UN, this has two central negative effects. First, it causes reports ostensibly produced 

by the UN Secretary General to be written that contradict each other. This occurs because 

reports are often more about pleasing competing interests rather than investigating a problem and 

laying out the potentially offensive truth. Another effect of turf battles is that there is an 

"alphabet soup" of official terms used by the UN to described prevention. 63 This is entirely 

intentional. The UNDP and the UNDP A compete to frame prevention as primarily about 

development or political tensions, respectively, and each claim creates its own discourse 

perpetuated in future reports. 64 Because many reports contain topics relevant to both, both sets 

of terminology pollute the UN vocabulary, contradict each other, and make some UN reports 

nonsensical. 

Institutional culture is another barrier to successful atrocity prevention and mitigation. In 

the EU, there is a preference for crisis management rather than crisis prevention, which gambles 

on whether a crisis will occur or not. 65 Politically, it is easier to respond to a crisis rather than 

announce one will likely happen. This risks infuriating the country's government and wasting 

funds on a non-critical situation. 

60 Beswick 2012, 13. 
61 This likely partially explains the recent out-sourcing of intervention responsibilities to regional organizations. 
62 Wilson 1989, 179. 
63 Mack and Furlong 2004, 66. 
64 1bid, 63. 
65 Beswick 2012, 13. 
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In the UN, one ofthe central barriers to atrocity response and mitigation is the failure of 

the Special Adviser for the Prevention of Genocide, the only position in the UN hierarchy 

officially tasked with providing early warning for R2P crimes, influence proceedings at Turtle 

Bay, "Several scholars have concluded that the politics at the UN-intemal bureaucratic rivalries 

as well as resistance by UN member states-have made creation and maintenance of a 

significant analytic/EW capacity nearly impossible."66 To start with, the Special Adviser's 

mandate is unclear as to whether he or she is supposed to deal with simply genocide or also war 

crimes and crimes against humanity. The problem particularly with focusing on "genocide", is 

that genocide can happen with relatively low body counts, leading policymakers to dismiss it as a 

practically meaningless term. Second, he or she has to focus on short-term and medium-term 

rather than long-term prevention to achieve any audience in the powerful UNSC. 67 Woocher 

also argues that if the Special Adviser were to focus on long-term prevention, this would step on 

the toes of offices like the Office for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination. 68 On the surface 

this seems reasonable, but whether focusing on eliminating racial discrimination will lead to a 

decrease in war crimes is a highly questionable assumption. 69 Third, other organizations, such as 

the UNDP and the UNDPA do many components ofthe job, so the Special Adviser's office has 

struggled to find its own niche. Fourth, as of2006, the Special Adviser was expected to gather 

information for his or her job from within the UN system, an archaic procedure in a world of 

increasing open-source intelligence. 7° Finally, Woocher devastatingly notes that considering the 

office's small size, it cannot function as any more than a "PR operation". 71 

66 Woocher 2006, 1-2. 
67 Ibid, 8-9. 
68 Ibid, 11. 
69 I will address similar assumptions in Chapter 2. 
70 Ibid, i-9. 
71 1bid, 7. 
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Unfortunately, the UN Special Adviser for the Prevention of Genocide's small office is 

not uncommon and in fact is par for the course in prevention and response initiatives around the 

world. Even if other organizations have more expansive mandates, better intelligence services, 

or large financial reserves, they all largely find themselves unable to adequately address the 

response gap. The AU's Continental Early Warning System has ten staff on duty in a "Situation 

Room" twenty-four hours a day except on weekends. While this is certainly an impressive start 

for an early warning initiative, the system is ultimately reliant on countries' willingness and 

ability to carry out prevention and mitigation projects. 72 ECOWAS is a good example of how 

even a plentiful reserve of political will is sometimes not enough. ECOW AS established a 

standby force in 2006 of up to 6,500 soldiers that could be ready to rapidly deploy to crises in the 

region. 73 However, following ECOWAS' intervention in Mali in 2013, ECOWAS' director for 

political affairs acknowledged that it has failed to establish a functional standing force due to a 

lack of rapid transportation ability. 74 This does not come as a surprise considering ECOW AS' 

chronic financial shortcomings. 75 ECOW AS' struggles are not isolated. Mack and Furlong note 

that, one the whole, funders have shied away from prevention projects. 76 

IGO's and regional organization engaged in the prevention and mitigation of mass 

atrocities also suffer from a dearth of specialist knowledge. This problem, unlike some others, 

originates from beyond the UN system. There has been a move in worldwide diplomacy away 

from regional specialists to rotating bureaucrats, which makes the cultivation and dissemination 

of 'local knowledge' difficult. 77 Both Kapila, as explained above, and Dallaire represent this 

72 Tirefe Tiruneh 2010, 12-3. 
73 Wulf and Debiel 2009, 17. 
74 Clottey 2014. 
75 Wulf and Debiel 2009, 17. 
76 Mack and Furlong 2004, 71. 
77 Marvin 2013 and Stewart 2012. 
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phenomenon. "The sum total of Dallaire's intelligence data before that first trip consisted of one 

encyclopedia's summary of Rwandan history ... Beardsley says, 'We flew to Rwanda with a 

Michelin road map, a copy of the Arusha agreement, and that was it. We were under the 

impression that the situation was quite straight forward: There was one cohesive government 

side and one cohesive rebel side ... "'78 While this functionally makes gathering and 

comprehending intelligence much harder, Samantha Power also notes that policymakers without 

deep understandings of conflict-ridden countries are more likely to see huge casualty numbers as 

abstractions and normal events. 79 

Perhaps the biggest barrier to filling the response gap is that early warning and prevention 

are intrinsically political. 80 To predict a mass atrocity and implement prevention programming is 

to indict the host government of being either brutally violent or lacking a monopoly on violence. 

The first indictment reduces state sovereignty under R2P while the second, in the Weberian 

sense, does not connote full sovereignty. The tension between preventing atrocities and not 

offending governments is constant, and in most instances, outside agencies operate at the will of 

host governments. Three examples demonstrate this problem. First, though the AU has an 

interventionist charter, it often struggles to intervene. Other organizations, including the UN, 

wrestle with the same problem. 81 Wulf and Debiel write that this hesitance is strictly down to 

politics, not a lack of information. 82 Second, Mukesh Kapila constantly attempted to get the UN 

to improve more drastic measures to aid civilians in Darfur, but was rebuffed by UN 

headquarters out of fear that his hard-pushing style would imperil the ability of other 

78 Power 2002, 340. Major Beardsley was a military commander that accompanied Dallaire to Rwanda. 
79 Ibid, 365. 
80 Beswick 2012, 16. 
81 Mack and Furlong 2004, 59. Many mandates were created with competing political interests in mind, meaning 
the path to intervention is, some would say intentionally, obscure. 
82 Wulf and Debiel 2009, 14. 
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organizations to work in Sudan. 83 Third, it is much easier to sell prevention as developmental 

rather than political to authoritarian regimes because of politics' poisonous implications. While 

this is operationally necessary, it also confuses the ideal strategies to prevent mass atrocities, 

which lie somewhere in the middle of development and politics. 84 

I have previously outlined the capacities of regional organizations to monitor and 

respond to mass atrocities, but it is worth highlighting further the degree to which their priorities 

and capabilities differ. So to generalize, on one end ofthe spectrum is the AU, which has an 

impressive early warning mechanism and an interventionist charter. On the other is ASEAN, 

which has shied away from any sort of EWS or concerted mitigation plan. In the situations in 

which it has been compelled to intervene, the interventions have been half-hearted or very 

reactive. 85 Other organizations fall somewhere in the middle. The EU, which gathers 

intelligence and pursues prevention from outside its region, has an impressive intelligence 

gathering apparatus, but does not use this data in any systematic way. Beswick argues that while 

the EU has the mandate for successful early warning, prevention, and mitigation the necessary 

leadership is not present. 86 In sum, though regional organizations have been charged with 

increasing responsibility to respond to mass atrocities, none have developed an effective 

prevention or intervention mechanism despite widely varying capabilities. 

The final institutional obstacle to effective atrocity prevention mitigation is the lack of 

ability to actually influence the situation on the ground once the decision to intervene is made. 

Few organizations have the luxury of troops on reserve, and so the success ofthe intervention is 

dependent on the domestic political conditions of potential contributing countries. While 

83 Kapila 2013. 
84 Mack and Furlong 2004, 65. 
85 Wulf and Debiel 2009, 14-21. 
86 Beswick 2012, 5. 
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countries do often loan out contingents of their armed forces to the UN and other regional 

organizations, they often retain their own separate chains of command which hampers the 

cohesiveness of the mission. 87 

Another barrier to successful intervention is a lack of local knowledge. While this is 

partially a product of institutional cultures that privilege general peace building knowledge over 

country-specific expertise, there are also deeper reasons at play. 88 Rory Stewart, in his essay 

"The Plane to Kabul" argues that interventions fail because they try to fundamentally alter 

societies to fit Western conceptions ofthe nation-state. He argues this project is very hard to 

complete, especially without local experts, because traditional forms of governance and social 

organizational, especially in rural areas, prove very difficult to change. 89 Even if there was a 

renewed focus on creating individuals with local knowledge, unlike during colonial times it is 

very difficult to predict where the next international intervention might be, and there will never 

be enough individuals with deep local knowledge to staff the civilian wings of intervention 

forces everywhere. 90 In his article Pyramids of Peace, Daniel Solomon makes a similar 

argument by contending that local interventions, rather than institutional change, remedy local 

violence. 91 If violence is local, interventions by outsiders, particularly armed soldiers, are 

unlikely to get at the fundamentally local dynamics of many mass atrocities. Influencing these 

dynamics requires time, but this is often a luxury often not afforded to interveners. A 

compromise made by even the most ardent liberal interventionists is that interventions have to be 

completed in politically acceptable timeframes. 92 

87 Independent Inquiry into the Actions of the United Nations During the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda 1999, Ia-III. 
88 Autesserre 2010. 
89 Stewart 2012. 
90 Marvin 2011. 
91 Solomon 2012. 
92 Marvin 2013. 
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A final point to add is that policymakers often underestimate the potential difficulties to 

implementing the strategies they select. In his undergraduate thesis, Daniel Solomon argues that 

policymakers speak of a foreign policy "toolbox", but that this distorts the way in which relative 

power shapes the effectiveness of these tools. 93 Any intervention, military or diplomatic, must 

think not only about how it can best deploy itself given its organizational capacity, but to what 

degree it can leverage its power. 

Psychological barriers that hinder effective prevention and response 

The response gap is largely a product of institutional barriers, but there is also a strong 

psychological component. The central problem with prevention is that when it is successful, 

there is not a rigorous method to prove that it was needed. Its only support can come in the form 

of counterfactuals or perhaps highly advanced statistical studies. 94 Simply paying attention to 

mass atrocities, however, also is psychologically difficult because it involves largely Western 

policymakers dealing with issues that do not fit nicely into the paradigm of "national interests" in 

mostly non-Western countries. 95 Though the broadcasted horrors of Rwanda and Srebrenica and 

the anti-genocide movement that coalesced around the Darfur Genocide were instrumental in 

93 Solomon 2013, The Toolbox's Dilemma. 
94 1 have never seen such a study. 
95 Arguably this has started to change in the last half-decade. In Presidential Study Directive 10, Obama writes, 
"Preventing mass atrocities and genocide is a core national security interest and a core moral responsibility of the 
United States." It is important that atrocity prevention has entered the discursive space of the highest levels of 
government, but whether this is significantly influencing policy is another debate. From Obama 2011. Perhaps 
instructive in this regard is that when President Obama announced he would seek Congress' approval before 
conducting air strikes in Syria, he used humanitarian rhetoric, but invoked the use of chemical weapons that killed 
less than 2,000 people rather than citing the deaths of nearly 100,000 by conventional means. The United States 
was enforcing the norm against chemical weapons rather than actually seeking to save Syrian civilians. From 
Obama 2013. 
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placing mass atrocities within the world's collective conscience, atrocity prevention and 

mitigation remains a marginal issue with unfortunate psychological implications. 96 

The notion of early warning is difficult to comprehend for its seemingly magical quality. 

Through expert knowledge or complex statistics, a situation is anticipated before it happens with 

certainty that the average non-expert has trouble fathoming. Despite the huge potential for 

EWS's, some of their mechanics cause policymakers to doubt their utility. First, even though 

some forecasting models, such as PITF's method, are highly accurate, they still suffer from a 

number of false positives. 97 However, their biggest problem is that while many models exist, 

there is no obvious consensus on what causes violence against civilians. 98 Accordingly, at least 

within the UN, there is little appetite for statistically-modeled early waming. 99 Policymakers 

likely do not understand how these models work and see them as only telling them something 

they already knew. 100 

Patrick Meier has argued that the current structure ofEWS's is problematic because there 

are rarely institutionalized processes that are triggered following certain events. Further, he 

contends that EWS's do not present various actors with obvious courses of action. 101 When this 

happens, it becomes much easier for policymakers to either downplay or outright ignore the 

threat. Policymakers rank situations on their ability to influence them, and when they lack the 

necessary information to make that judgment, mass killings become more banal. 102 

96 Hamilton 2011. 
97 Woocher 2011, 3. For an analysis of why mass killing and/or violent conflict occurs in some countries with 
certain characteristics but not others see Mayersen and Mcloughlin 2011 and Mucha 2013. 
98 Barton and von Hippel 2008, 11-2 and Wulf and Debiel 2009, 2. 
99 Woocher 2006, ii. 
100 Barton and von Hippel 2008, 11. 
101 Meier 2007. Part of this is likely down to a lack of consensus on the causes of mass killings. 
102 Wulf and Debiel 2009, 27. 
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What will the future hold? 

As I wrote earlier, the next twenty years will be an exciting time for the concept of early 

warning. I believe the same applies to atrocity prevention and mitigation. The idea of early 

warning, and certainly quantitative early warning, is in its infancy. There is a good chance that 

the next two decades will see the institutionalization ofEWS's within IGO's, regional 

organizations, and national governments. On the prevention and mitigation front, R2P is less 

than a decade old. Unlike any norm before it, it provides a moral, legal, and operational backing 

for the prevention and mitigation of mass atrocities, which in turn deters potential perpetrators. 

There are plenty of other reasons to find hope in efforts to close the response gap. First, 

EWS' s are improving. They are becoming more accurate, they are reaching out to include 

previously untouched constituencies, and their proliferation across Africa demonstrates that they 

are now accepted as a necessary component for any effective anti-atrocity policy. 103 Another 

positive sign is an emergent vein of scholarship that looks at how to direct early warnings to 

civilians on the ground rather than policymakers operating in metaphorical ivory towers. 104 

Along these lines, there are signs that the UN and regional organizations are improving their 

early warning capacities. 105 

While evaluation ofthe effects of early warning is difficult and practically nonexistent, it 

does seem that the international community is getting better at it. 106 Kenya offers a good case 

study. In 2008, post-election violence killed thousands of people. Accordingly, prior to the 

2013 elections, many analysts predicted a similar outcome. 107 Fortunately, the elections went off 

103 Wulf and Debiel 2009, 1 and Terefe Tiruneh 2010, 15-7. 
104 See Langberg 2013, Barrs 2006, and Meier 2007. 
105 Terefe Tiruneh 2010, 15-7, Wulf and Debiel 2009, 17, and Newton 2010, 3-4. 
106 Meier 2008. 
107 Throup 2012 and International Crisis Group 2013. 
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with very little violence. 108 Why? Combining analysis before and after the elections provides a 

picture of a thorough and multifaceted prevention effort. Writing in 2012, Babaud and Ndung'u 

argue that while there were serious flaws, Kenya is one of the few places where locally-led 

conflict prevention and early warning have happened. They also note the importance of the 

emergence of crowd-sourced prevention initiatives like Ushahidi, which provide quickly-

available and accurate information on conflict dynamics. 109 Unlike many early warning systems, 

Kenya's had a clear and systematic flow of information, represented by this diagram: 
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Writing after the elections, Jay Ulfelder surveys a number of experts on Kenya and 

concludes that there were four main preventive efforts that had an effect: (1) a conscious effort 

108 Gettleman 2013. 
109 Babaud and Ndung'u 2012, 8-24. 
110 Ibid, 24. 
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by the Kenyan media to limit inflammatory reporting spurred by a combination of international 

pressure and memories of2008, (2) a government SMS service that blocked hate speech, (3) 

investment in Kenyan infrastructure between 2008 and 2013 , and (4) the restraining of major 

political actors through their links to Western money. He notes that these findings may not be 

generalizable to all prevention efforts primarily because the violence in Kenya would have been 

election-related. 111 Regardless, it shows that not only can the international community work 

together to promote prevention, but that an array of fairly simple programs can have a real 

impact on the reduction of violence. 

A final reason to be hopeful is simply the leaps and bounds the concept of early warning 

is making in the NGO and think tank worlds. It is conceivable that while institutionalization 

may not happen immediately, policy discourse centered outside governments and IGO's will 

eventually reach a normative consensus of a critical mass to spur implementation. A good 

example of this phenomenon is the recent focus on sexual violence in warfare, which reached the 

top levels of international governance through concerted civil society campaigns. Zainab 

Bangura, the UN's top adviser on sexual violence in conflict recently said, '"I've worked very 

close with government with the DRC, which we all thought a year or two years ago, that [DRC 

President] Kabila would not talk about rape ... The foundation laid by various Security Council 

resolutions gave us the weapon and the opportunity to engage leaders ... I think we've broken 

the backbone of it."' 112 While international action on actually combating wartime sexual 

violence is still lacking, the possibilities look much better than they did a few years ago. 

Atrocity prevention may follow the same route. 

111 Ulfelder 2013, An Ounce of Prevention or a Pound of Overreaction?. 
112 Moore 2014. 
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In 1999, then-UN Secretary General Kofi Annan wrote, "Today no one disputes that 

prevention is better, and cheaper, than reacting to crises after the fact. Yet our political and 

organizational cultures and practices remain oriented far more towards reaction than 

prevention." 113 Seven years later, in a report to the UNGA, he wrote: 

In its resolution 57/337, annex, paragraph 35, the General Assembly recognized 
the need to strengthen the capacity of the United Nations for early warning, 
collection of information and analysis. I regret to report that no significant 
progress has been made in this area. In fact, unlike some regional organizations, 
the United Nations still lacks the capability to analyse [sic] and integrate data 
from different parts of the system into comprehensive early warning reports and 

. ,f7· . 114 strategzes on COfb.lCt preventwn. 

Unfortunately, at the beginning of2014, little more progress has been made. Despite 

early warning's long history within the UN, it is still barely an institutionalized concept. 115 If 

there are some reasons to be optimistic about the prospects for closing the response gap, there are 

just as many or more to be pessimistic. As it stands, the existence of any system that combines 

an intelligence gathering mechanism, an early warning component, and results in capable 

prevention or mitigation strategies is a fiction and will be continue to be so for the foreseeable 

future. 116 The same institutional and psychological barriers that prevent successful atrocity early 

warning, prevention, and response will persevere. 117 Ominously, a recent spike in both state 

collapses and global social unrest has likely contributed to a recent increase in mass killings, and 

this trend does not show an obvious sign of abating. 118 

113 Annan 1999, 60. 
114 Annan 2006, 27. 
115 Woocher 2006, 1. 
116 Langberg 2013, 6. 
117 Zenko and Friedman 2011, 29. 
118 Ulfelder 2014. 
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One estimate holds that less than ten percent of civilians that survive natural disasters do 

so because of outside aid. 119 This figure is likely even lower for civilian victims of violent 

conflict and mass atrocities considering the more advanced nature of disaster EWS' s and the 

relative lack of political complications caused by disaster aid. 120 Even if there is major progress 

in closing the atrocity response gap in the next twenty years, the vast majority of civilians will 

have to survive on their own. As Kuperman succinctly notes, " ... most violence is perpetrated 

faster than interveners can realistically arrive to stop it." 121 Therefore, when we talk about 

outside prevention and intervention, we must remember that the efforts of the international 

community are ultimately peripheral to the conflict experiences of most civilians. Intervention is 

not, and will never be, a sustainable solution for preventing and mitigating mass atrocities around 

the world. Survival is almost always the burden of the persecuted. 

119 Meier 2007, 37. 
120 Langberg 2013, 4-10. 
121 Kuperman 2004, 64. 
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Chapter 2 -Mass Atrocities: Their origins and 
manifestations 

Introduction 

This section will argue that mass atrocities are instrumental, elite-led processes 

committed by fairly ordinary individuals. It will identify and outline the ways in which two 

different types of mass atrocities function. It will also advocate for conceptualization of mass 

atrocities through examining their escalatory factors, henceforth known as "drivers", rather than 

searching for "root causes": societal conditions that instigate mass killing. Finally, I will propose 

that mass atrocities can be best understood through applied complex adaptive systems. 

In Final Solutions, Benjamin Valentino lists six different types of mass killing: 

communist, ethnic, territorial, counterguerrilla, terrorist, and imperialist. 122 This paper chooses 

to focus on two, counterguerrilla and ethnic, but will term them "asymmetric" and "identity-

based", respectively. The first type, asymmetric mass atrocities happen in the context of war 

without targeting an identity-based group, while identity-based mass atrocities often, but do not 

have to, occur during war and target a group based on their particular identification. 123 

"Asymmetric" reflects the fact that in insurgencies (hence "asymmetric" warfare), both sides can 

commit mass killings, while "identity-based" reflects the broader spectrum of conflicts (ethnic, 

religious, class-based, etc.) that occur along the same logic as ethnic mass killings. 124 The other 

four will be excluded for various reasons. The decline of empires means imperialist mass 

killings are much more infrequent, while the hardening of international norms on borders and a 

122 Valentino 2004, 70. 
123 Because perpetrators are the ones selecting victims in identity-based mass killings, they circumscribe group 
categories, but groups' self-identification usually informs perpetrator-created categories. Only in rare cases, such 
as the USSR's targeting of Kulaks, did self-identification bear no resemblance to perpetrator-constructed labels. 
124 In "asymmetric" conflict, it is not that one side is necessarily stronger or commits more ferocious mass killing, 
but rather the term is borrowed from a literature that looks at internal political violence. 
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serious decline in interstate war means the same for territorial mass atrocities. The end of the 

Cold War similarly means that communist mass killings are significantly less likely. Finally, 

terrorist mass killings are fairly rare (especially since the end of the Cold War), and do not differ 

significantly from asymmetric mass atrocities. 125 

While this paper will explain at length about the similarities between asymmetric and 

identity-based mass atrocities, it will also treat them as distinct phenomenon and analyze them as 

such. Though many mass atrocities, such as the conflicts in Darfur and Syria, have elements of 

both, this dichotomy is necessary. 126 As explained in chapter three, the civilian response 

strategies differ greatly between asymmetric and identity-based mass killings. I accept full 

responsibility for any analytic simplification that results. This paper will define asymmetric 

mass atrocities as the mass killing of civilians during irregular conflicts as a result of military 

strategies to gain an advantage. I will define identity-based conflicts as the violent persecution 

of a group because of a prejudiced ideology that holds the perpetrating group above the 

persecuted. Because perpetrators select victims, they ultimately have the power to define the 

persecuted group, though their interpretation may or may not exhibit similarities to the victims' 

self-identity. 

What do asymmetric and identity-based mass atrocities have in common? 

The basic logic of asymmetric and identity-based mass atrocities is fairly similar. They 

are instrumental in the sense that they are used to accomplish another goal. 127 They are not an 

end in of themselves even during the most brutal mass killing, "Studies consistently find that 

125 Ibid, 88. 
126 Chirot and McCauley 2006, 153. 
127 Mass killing can become an end in of itself in later phases through organizational breakdown and the 
psychological hardening of killers, but in the beginning stages this is not the case. This paper will address this issue 
further down in this section. 
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genocide is not usually the initial policy choice. Rather, genocide is the outcome of a process of 

fluid decision-making in which events, interactions, interests, ideology, and actors shape the 

trajectory of violence. Genocide is also a phase within a longer, broader pattern of majority-

minority, state-opposition, or inter-group conflict." 128 Mass killing in Cambodia by the Khmer 

Rouge was not about simply killing urbanites and intellectuals; it was an attempt to create a 

communist utopia that necessitated the purging of enemies. 129 Thus, a mass atrocity emerged. 

Valentino also notes that mass killings are always a last resort. 130 Leaders try other tactics to 

accomplish their goals, but when those fail, they tum to mass killing, "In Clausewitzian terms, a 

mass atrocity is an extreme means, dangling at one end of an extreme politics." 131 Mass killing 

is resource-intensive and organizationally disruptive meaning leaders will tum to other options if 

they feel they exist. 132 

Mass atrocities are also elite-driven processes. For asymmetric mass killing, this is fairly 

obvious because the vast majority of killings are carried out by military personnel that operate in 

a strict hierarchal system. 133 The same conclusion holds for identity-based mass atrocities even 

if that conclusion is less apparent. Leaders whip up group-based hatred, spread rumors, create 

social myths, and organize bureaucracies that facilitate violence. 134 While the instrumental logic 

of mass atrocities is largely rational, they do not always play out in that manner. Leaders can 

misperceive the effectiveness of mass killing or even privilege it over battlefield success, making 

mass killing appear to be an irrational endeavor. 135 Per Wendy Pearlman, while mass atrocities 

128 Straus 2012, 344. While Straus choose to focus on genocide, the same logic applies to mass killing. 
129 Valentino 2004, 133. For a personal account of the Khmer Rouge's ideology, see Bizot 2003. 
130 Ibid, 3. 
131 Solomon 2013, The Four Dilemmas of a Mass Atrocity. 
132 Ibid. 
133 Kalyvas 2006, 389. 
134 Bhavnani, Findley, and Kuklinski 2009, Straus 2006, 122, Valentino 2004, and Waller 2002, 41. 
135 Hirschei-Burns 2013, Government Mass Killing and Military Failure, 3-4. 
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(and violent undertakings in general) are elite-driven processes, they require numerous actors to 

carry them out. 136 These individuals and groups may either have their own goals or not 

understand the broader mission, " ... understanding the behavior of armed groups as strategic and 

rational is correct, but only if they are seen as plural entities with multiple players and 

decision-making processes." 137 

Though this thesis does focus primarily on drivers of mass atrocities, it is important to 

note the impact of certain social, political, and economic conditions for the onset of mass 

atrocities. For example, fully democratic regimes almost never commit domestic mass 

killings. 138 The existence of an authoritarian regime does not necessarily make the risk of mass 

killing significantly more likely, but understanding basic scope conditions can help rule out 

countries with little to no risk of mass killing. Overwhelmingly, mass atrocities happen during 

war, or at the very least during times of political instability. 139 This has become increasingly true 

since the end of the Cold War. 140 During war, extremist leaders have a greater ability to seize 

power and institute their extreme programs, which sometimes lead to mass killing. Other risk 

factors, like political polarization, group-based economic inequality, regimes that are either 

authoritarian or in transition from authoritarianism to democracy, and a dominant domestic 

ethnic group that is much larger than the next largest group have all been linked to an increased 

risk of mass atrocities. 141 These risk factors mostly, but not entirely, relate to identity-based 

mass atrocities. For asymmetric mass atrocities, large zones of contested control and the 

136 Pearlman 2011. 
137 Hirschei-Burns 2013, The Responsibility to Do What We Can, 7. 
138 Valentino 2004, 27. A plausible rejoinder to this argument is that a democratic United States did in fact commit 
a mass killing against Native Americans. This would be true, but my paper analyzes mass killing in the post-WWII 
era, excluding, for example, imperialist mass killings, so the claims I make do not extend back into earlier history. 
139 Harff 2003, Straus 2012, 344-5, and Valentino 2004. 
140 Bellamy 2011. 
141 Stewart 2012. 
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presence oflootable resources have been linked to an increased risk. 142 Again, the presence of 

all of these factors does not mean that a mass atrocity will occur at any particular time or even at 

all, but they all attempt to explain causality by taking evidence from historical cases, often with 

highly advanced statistical models, and theorizing what factors initiated mass killing. Risk factor 

analysis is the dominant form of mass atrocity prediction, and the strategy is used by Genocide 

Watch, the Sentinel Project for Genocide Prevention, and even the extraordinarily accurate 

Political Instability Task force. 143 

For both asymmetric and identity-based mass atrocities, two potential drivers are intra-

elite competition and the desire for individual career advancement. In times of crisis or political 

opportunity, mass killing can become a way for individuals vying for power to prove their worth 

and capabilities. This in tum can cause other elites to do the same, entrenching a vicious and 

destructive cycle. 144 Functionaries lower down the organizational ladder can experience the 

same effect. Though they are unlikely to alter the course of a mass atrocity, they may believe 

that demonstrating vigor in carrying out the mass killing program will advance their bureaucratic 

career and achieve a higher level of social standing. 145 

In Christopher Browning's words, the individuals that carry out mass killing tend to be 

"ordinary men". 146 Kalyvas notes that the perpetrators of extreme violence often do not have 

extreme personality traits. 147 The vast majority of killers are not sadists, and Scott Straus goes so 

far as to note that killers in Rwanda were not only normal, but very average in many different 

142 Kalyvas 2006 and Weinstein 2007. 
143 Stanton, Sentinel Project for Genocide Prevention 2013 and Wulf and Debiel 2009, 7-8. Genocide Watch does 
examine risk factors, but it does so through the "Eight/Ten Stages of Genocide" model. This process looks for 
specific societal developments rather than examining background conditions like the presence of an authoritarian 
regime. 
144 Pearlman 2011. 
145 Military organizations tend to already provide their members with high levels of social capital. From Waller 
2002, 192. 
146 Browning 1992. 
147 Kalyvas 2006, 25. 
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categories, "Nor do I find that most perpetrators were unattached young men, poorly educated, or 

militia members ... Rather, the overwhelming majority of perpetrators in rural areas were ordinary 

men. They were fathers, husbands, and farmers who had average levels of education and who 

had no prior history ofviolence." 148 Two factors, group dynamics and the presence of authority, 

are crucial in transforming typical individuals into hardened killers. Killing another human 

being, regardless of the level of dehumanization at work, is an extremely unpleasant and 

psychologically difficult task. Studies of military firing rates demonstrate that in many 

situations, most soldiers refrain from killing even when faced with death themselves. 149 

Similarly, Chirot and McCauley note that humans constantly attempt to surround actions that 

remind us of our animality with rituals because of a natural repulsion. Killing is one such 

activity. 150 Accordingly, strong social and psychological forces must be at work for most 

individuals to carry out mass killing. 151 

Mass atrocities could not happen without the effect of groups dynamics on perpetrators. 

This is not to say that group dynamics automatically lead to violence, but rather psychological 

studies demonstrate that groups tend to imbue their members with more extreme views. Thus, 

groups can create strong groups norms and help individuals overcome personal problems, but 

they can also commit mass violence. 152 A couple mechanisms facilitate this process. First, 

groups help disperse moral responsibility, often to the point where individuals do not feel even 

partially responsible for the actions ofthe collective. 153 Groups also de-individualize 

perpetrators, making it much easier for the necessary moral distancing to take place. Uniforms, 

148 Straus 2006, 96. 
149 Collins 2009 and Grossman 1996. 
15° Chirot and McCauley 2006, 52-3. 
151 Valentino 2004, 40-2. 
152 Waller 2002, 33-5. 
153 Ibid, 32-3. 
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and other attempts at visual homogeneity elevate groupness above individuals and provide the 

necessary anonymity to momentarily avoid the weight of moral anguish. 154 

Institutions provide perpetrators with three methods to suppress their consciences: moral 

justification, euphemistic labeling, and exonerating comparisons. The first rationalizes mass 

killing as necessary. Euphemistic labeling allows killers to see their actions as something other 

than committing mass murder against defenseless civilians. In his book Becoming Evil, Straus 

relates an anecdote that perfectly demonstrates this phenomenon, "Raul Hilberg has said that he 

examined 'tens ofthousands' ofNazi documents without once encountering the word "killing", 

until, after many years, he finally did discover the word-in reference to an edict concerning 

dogs." 155 Groups provide perpetrators with the third mechanism by equating their actions to 

other activities such as regular warfare. Even if the individual does not themselves believe the 

comparison, the presence of the group will help suppress individual moral scruples. 

Christopher Browning notes that one of the most powerful reasons groups are able to 

carry out mass killings is that perpetrators, such as Reserve Police Battalion 101, realize that 

what they are doing is wrong, but also recognize that if they refuse to kill, someone else will. 

Soldiers do not want to be perceived as weak or leave the unpleasant business of killing to their 

comrades. 156 Therefore, soldiers enter the vicious cycle of mass killing not through bloodlust or 

ideological commitment, but through a feeling of powerlessness and a desire to partially shield 

friends from the horrors of mass violence. 

Authority is the second facilitating factor for mass killing. 157 The Nazis are perhaps the 

archetypical example of the power of authority in the execution of a mass atrocity. The Nazi 

154 Grossman 1995, 152. 
155 Waller 2002, 189. 
156Browning 1992. 
157 Valentino 2004, 45. 

44 



military culture, especially within Einsatzgruppen squads, created a perverse morality structure 

in which killing civilians became the moral thing to do. While the unpleasant nature ofthe task 

was recognized, killing was the solemn duty of upstanding Nazis. 158 Waller describes this 

phenomenon in the abstract: 

Perpetrators create, and are created by, a culture of cruelty that helps them 
initiate, sustain, and cope with their extraordinary evil. Such makes each 
perpetrator believe that all men are capable of doing what he does. It is an 
inverted moral universe, shaped by a process of brutalization, in which right has 
become wrong; healing has become killing; and life has become death. 159 

Without the presence of an authority structure that encourages a "culture of cruelty", it 

seems unlikely mass atrocities could result. Waller argues that the power of hierarchy is not 

simply an accident in violent organizations. Societies that accept fate and have strict family 

hierarchies are more likely to accept extremist leaders because cultural norms disempower the 

decision-making capacity ofthe individual. 160 

The persuasive power of groups and hierarchies to induce mass atrocities is well 

documented, and therefore the reasons that killers tend to join perpetrator organizations are quite 

banal. 161 Scott Straus writes," .. .I do not find that preexisting ethnic animosity, widespread 

prejudice, deeply held ideological beliefs, blind obedience, deprivation, or even greed motivated 

the majority of Rwandan perpetrators." 162 Rather, most individuals join violent organizations 

because of a mix of a lack of social and economic opportunities, group coercion, fears for their 

158 Browning 1992. 
159 Waller 2002, 203. 
160 Ibid, 178-82 and Baum 2008, 131. 
161 Only a tiny percentage of killers are sadists, who tend not to be trusted by commanders because they are more 
interested in killing that carrying out their missions. Some sadists emerge through the process of committing mass 
killing, however. From Valentino 2004, 40-55. 
162 Straus 2006, 96. 
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own safety in the context of a violent conflict, or a society that conditions young men to become 

violent actors. 163 

Joshua Oppenheimer's documentary The Act of Killing provides a window in the 

justifications and memories of perpetrators. Mass atrocities are defined by their victims, not 

their perpetrators, and so personal accounts of perpetrators' experiences are somewhat rare. 164 

This is where the film stands out. 165 The Act of Killing follows three perpetrators of the 

Indonesian mass killing of communists and ethnic Chinese in 1965 and 1966. The killers were 

petty gangsters that earned the bulk of their living scalping movie tickets, but as they tell it, the 

communists then banned American movies, which had always been the most popular. This 

serious reduction in income may have been the primary motivator that led them to join death 

squads, but the film leaves that much unclear. Personal grievances also played a role. One of 

the main characters relays a jovial story about killing his then-girlfriend's father partly because 

he disliked him and partly because he was Chinese. 

One notable aspect missing from the film is a convincing ideological justification for the 

perpetrators' actions. The perpetrators repeatedly decry the past and present presence of 

communists in Indonesia. However, in a bizarre and revealing scene, one oftheir associates 

mentions all the positive things communists did for the country. Instead of refuting these claims, 

the characters simply tell the speaker to stop portraying the communists in such a positive light. 

If one were to pose the question, "Why did you kill the communists?" to one of the three main 

characters, the answer likely would have been, "Because the communists were a threat to the 

163 Ibid, 153-6, Hoffman 2011, and Valentino 2004, 39-40. 
164 For more studies focusing on the experiences of perpetrators, check out Jean Hetzfeld's Machete Season or 
Straus' The Order of Genocide. Both examine perpetrators from the Rwandan genocide. From Hetzfeld 2005 and 
Straus 2006. 
165 Though the film is focused on an episode of mass killing, it does not show any documentary footage or speak to 
any victims directly. The result is both peculiar and profound. So rarely are audiences made to exist in 
perpetrators' worlds. Despite their actions, it is hard not to sympathize a bit with the main characters. 

46 



nation." If the follow-up question, "Why were the communists a threat to the nation?" was then 

asked, the answer would almost certainly have been the circular, "Because they were 

communists." 

The perpetrators come across as a bit cold-hearted and aggressive, but even more so, they 

are immature and pathetic. We might not desire them in our lives, but at first glance, they do not 

feel like mass killers. They do not appear sadistic. They love their families and enjoy the little 

pleasures of life: dancing, drugs, and fishing. Like many other perpetrators, they are ordinary 

men. They do not display strong ideological preferences or rabid ethnic hatred. 166 Rather, they 

were the product of a time and social position that transformed them into mass killers. They 

represent, to quote Hannah Arendt, the "banality of evil". 

The process of mass atrocities slowly desensitizes perpetrators to the messy business of 

killing. Christopher Browning writes that while the men of Police Battalion 101 were always 

given the option of whether or not to participate in civilian executions, over time, less and less 

opted out. 167 This points to a process through which killers become desensitized to killing. 

Waller writes that the psychological hardening happens in three ways: escalating commitments, 

ritual conduct, and repression of conscience. He explains the first phenomenon through the 

experience of Greek torturers during the 1960's and 1970's. The prospective torturers were 

slowly exposed to an escalating level of brutality in group settings long before they were tasked 

with torturing individually. "Getting their foot in the door" was the first step, and group coercion 

carried them the rest ofthe way. In Nazi Germany, for example, responding to greetings with 

the pronouncement, "Heil Hitler" was the first step in distancing one's personal beliefs from 

their actions that sometimes culminated in mass killing. Ritual behavior helps perpetrators 

166 Oppenheimer 2012. 
167 Browning 1992. 
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experience mass atrocities through a false lens, diminishing the immediate psychological 

damage. Finally, the repression of personal conscience partially operates out of necessity, but 

groups also help individuals to displace their personal moral responsibility. Many perpetrators, 

often abuse alcohol and other substances to further distance themselves from the atrocities they 

commit. 168 However, as we see in The Act of Killing, as the effects of group coercion, authority, 

and conscience repression fade over time, the previously hidden psychological pain begins to rise 

to the surface. 169 Even if non-sadists can give the appearance of enjoying killing, it is still a 

fundamentally damaging process. 170 

How can we better understand the seemingly magical ability of perpetrator organizations 

to tum ordinary men into mass murderers? John Gaventa's theory ofthe three levels of power 

can provide a conceptual framework for this question. 171 The first level of power exists when 

potential perpetrators exist outside of the perpetrating organization. The institution clearly has a 

high capacity for violence and offers material incentives for individuals to join, but the 

organization's ideas are not likely ingrained in their minds. The second level functions after a 

potential perpetrator has joined the organization. At this point, the chaos of the moment causes 

the individual to look to others for guidance. 172 The institution's ideology subtly shapes the 

range of acceptable decisions. Finally, the third level functions when perpetrators fully 

transform into hardened killers. The perpetrators have displaced their own objections to killing 

and replaced them with the brutal institutional ideology. They still see themselves as moral 

individuals, and are blind to the way in which the perpetrating organization has reshaped their 

conceptions of reality. 

168 Collins 2009, 75, Kan 2012, 36, and Waller 2002, 205-25. 
169 Oppenheimer 2012. 
170 Waller 2002, 210-1. 
171 Gaventa 1980 and Neuman 2004. 
172 Waller 2002, 219. 
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Identity-based mass atrocities 

Daniel Goldhagen's bloated volume Hitler's Willing Executioners is one pole not only of 

the debate on why the Holocaust happened, but also ofthe debate on why identity-based mass 

killings happen in general. His basic argument is that Germans were long possessed by violent 

anti-Semitism, and Hitler's rise to power simply unleashed it. He writes that while other 

processes, like group coercion, an extensive bureaucracy, obedience to authority, and Hitler's 

extreme ideology partially explain the Holocaust, no factor was as powerful as anti-Semitism. 

Furthermore, preexisting German "eliminationist" anti-Semitism is the only factor without which 

the Holocaust could not have happened. Goldhagen finds his evidence in what he describes as 

the extreme cruelty and near total lack of resistance to the mass killing of Jews. 173 While the 

bulk of his study concerns the Holocaust, his argument does lay claim to other identity-based 

conflicts, "Although there are exceptions (the Khmer Rouge genocide in Cambodia is a partial 

example), almost all other large-scale mass slaughters occurred in the context of some 

preexisting realistic conflict (territorial, class, ethnic, or religious) ... " 174 

Goldhagen's logic does not take long to unravel. Germany treated its Jews much better 

than many European countries prior to the Holocaust, and German Jews were among the most 

integrated on the continent. 175 Goldhagen either skirts this issue or provides unconvincing 

answers. He, for example, admits that Latvians, Lithuanians, and Ukrainians were also anti-

Semitic, but not why the killing did not start there. 176 The rabid anti-Semitism argument also 

ignores the relative lack of spontaneous attacks on Jews during the Holocaust. Only a small 

173 Goldhagen 1996. 
174 Ibid, 412. 
175 My maternal side is entirely German-Jewish. Prior to the Nazi regime, my ancestors were well integrated in 
mainstream German society and considered themselves proud Germans first, and Jews second. My grandfather's 
release from Buchenwald was entirely the work of a gentile family. Even after the end of the Holocaust, they 
maintained friendships with many gentiles. 
176 Ibid, 409. 
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percentage of Germans ever committed violence against Jews, and while some had anti-Semitic 

beliefs, most did not see the Jews as causing serious problems or deserving extermination. 177 

The Nazi hierarchy was central in spreading anti-Semitic propaganda and directing violence 

against Jews, but for Goldhagen, social structures are unimportant. In this line of thinking, if 

Germans did not act to prevent the Holocaust (despite social and political pressure and the very 

real threat of violence), they were obviously anti-Semitic. 178 Hitler's Willing Executioners also 

largely ignores the mass atrocities directed at other societal groups. 179 Why did Nazis murder 

large numbers of homosexuals and people with disabilities? Even Goldhagen does not go so far 

to claim that the collective German psyche possessed eliminationist attitudes toward those two 

groups. 

Goldhagen's essentialization of German beliefs as nearly uniformly anti-Semitic goes 

against the basic tenets of social science. Like Samuel Huntington's The Clash ofCivilizations, 

Hitler's Willing Executioners attempts to paint an entire society as imbued with a particular way 

of thinking in the face of overwhelming evidence to the nuanced contrary, "Indeed, it is this 

uniform portrayal of the Germans-undifferentiated, unchanging, possessed by a single, 

monolithic cognitive outlook-that is at the heart ofGoldhagen's interpretation ... Goldhagen's 

'ordinary Germans '-uniform and alien-are in effect dehumanized, his own disclaimer that 

'Germans should not be caricatured' notwithstanding". 180 The result is a lazy, cherry-picked 

study that ignores the norms of academic rigor in order to prove an already decided-upon 

hypothesis. James Waller says it best: 

177 Valentino 2004, 24 and Waller 2002, 42. 
178 Goldhagen 1996, 383-4. 
179 Waller 2002, 45-46. 
180 Huntington 1996. Incidentally, Huntington's book was published in the same year as Hitler's Willing 
Executioners. Quote is from Browning 1998, 64. 
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Driven by prosecutorial passion, he pulls a sleight of hand by contending that the 
cognitive model was so overwhelming that Germans need not express 
antisemitism at all-they were just antisemities. Eliminationist antisemitism was 
the invisible engine that fueled the German system, from individual souls to state 
organization. The proof according to Goldhagen, lay in its absence from 
political statements, letters, texts, or creeds ... In short, if you were a German in 
1930 and were not blatantly antisemitic, it was only because your antisemitism 
ran so deep that it need not be expressed Even if expressed, the others around 
you would not have noted it. You lived in a culture permeated by eliminationist 
antisemitism, and both its expression and its lack of expression testified to that 
fact. 181 

Goldhagen's causal theory of the Holocaust is deeply flawed, and its applicability to 

other mass killings is equally erroneous. The preparation for identity-based mass killing operates 

in cultural contexts, but its logic is also decidedly universal. Seeing certain cultures as 

predisposed to mass killing because of their inherent, or even temporary, hatred is a reflection of 

our difficulty in acknowledging the exceptional capacity for human evil. 182 This conclusion 

inhabits an analytic space through which people like Kapila and Goldhagen dare not tread. 

Hitler's Willing Executioners has gained some traction among Holocaust scholars, but on 

the whole, it is an on the very extreme end of scholarly debates on mass killing. Alexander 

Hinton's introduction to his compiled volume Annihilating Difference is far more nuanced, but 

makes many ofthe same mistakes. 183 Hinton situates culture and identity at the center ofhis 

causal theory of genocide. He argues that the processes of identity formation are social myth-

making are central to both explaining the outbreak and functioning of genocide. The first 

problem with Hinton's analysis is his focus on genocide, which he defines as, "What 

distinguishes genocide from these other forms of political violence is the perpetrators sustained 

181 Waller 2002, 44-5. 
182 Ibid, 49 and Powell 2011, 82. This kind of thinking tells us more about our own fears than the motivations of 
perpetrators. 
183 Hinton 2002. 
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and purposeful attempt to destroy a collectivity." 184 As I argue in my introduction, the focus on 

"genocide" as a category is highly limiting, but his definition also sets such a high bar that it 

becomes useless. Has there ever been a case in which a perpetrator group actually attempted to 

entirely eliminate a group? Even during the Holocaust, some Jews survived at the hands of 

Nazis, pointing to both the instrumental nature of mass killing and the diversity of motivations 

and actions within perpetrator groups (even if the Holocaust was one of history's most 

centralized mass killings). This leads me to my second point. While Hinton criticizes 

Goldhagen for seeing Germans as uniformly and culturally committed to mass killing, his own 

analysis cannot really escape that trap. By arguing that large-scale cultural processes lead to 

genocide, Hinton's argument is not that different from Goldhagen's. Though Hinton, like 

Goldhagen, does acknowledge the role that hierarchy plays in driving mass killing, it is a 

consequence, not a causal factor, of cultural attitudes. 185 Surely they inform each other, but as I 

have argued, leadership is far more important. Without differentiating between elite and non-

elite ideologies and cultural practices, it becomes too easy to argue that hate is the primary cause 

of mass atrocities. It leads Hinton, for example, to implicitly argue that othering inevitably leads 

to mass violence except when it is constrained by other forces. This theory simply puts too much 

stock into the power of oppositional identities. People often hate the other, but without a 

leadership espousing an extreme ideology and in-group coercion, they are very rarely inclined to 

kill. Spontaneous mass killing is just not something that happens. 

Beyond the philosophic boundaries present in Goldhagen and Hinton's theses, they also 

have severe empirical limits. Multiple studies demonstrate that there is no link between ethnic 

184 Ibid, 6. 
185 Ibid, 10-28. 
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hatred and the emergence mass killing or violent conflict. 186 Benjamin Valentino in particular 

harshly criticizes that idea that societal cleavages cause mass killing. It is easy to look back on 

mass killings and see social cleavages, but this strategy suffers from a selection bias. This 

argument cannot account for the societies with extreme ethnic polarization that did not suffer 

violent conflict. Similarly, many mass killings emerge in relatively homogenous societies. 187 

Goldhagen and Hinton's theories put forward a vague causality, but their inability to explain how 

hatred actually causes violent conflict provides them with little analytic value. 

The idea that mass atrocities are committed by ordinary individuals manipulated by 

extremist leaders is discomforting for its potential ubiquity. Fortunately, mass killings remain 

rare events. It is perhaps comforting that the presence of hatred among the general public does 

not lend itself directly to mass killing, even if, on the other hand, it is not terribly difficult to 

whip up ethnic, religious, class, etc. hatred. The key here is that the average perpetrator does not 

participate in mass killing because of a priori group-based hatred, but that hatred has to 

cultivated by leaders or produced through violence. Social myths then are a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for mass atrocities to occur, and are often based on erroneous misinformation 

and propagated by extremist leaders. 188 Violence also manufactures its own social myths and 

adversarial identities. 189 Scott Straus' account of the beliefs of perpetrators during the Rwandan 

Genocide demonstrates the interaction of elite-driven myths and the consequences of violence on 

identity. Many Hutus came to believe that Tutsi extremists intended to exterminate them 

following the downing of President Habyarimana's airplane. While this was certainly consonant 

with the discourse of past and present Hutu victimization used by radical Hutu, the strong 

186Krain 1997, Valentino 2004, and Verwimp 2006, 5. 
187 Valentino 2004, 2. 
188 Baum 2008, 26 and Bhavnani, Findley, and Kuklinski 2009. 
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association many Hutu had with the President was not so clearly derived from elite discourses. 

The fear that many Hutu described as preceding their participation in the Genocide is a similarly 

de-centralized phenomenon. 190 In her study of Burundian Hutu refugees, Liisa Malkki finds that 

experiences of mass violence are the crucial turning points for how the refugees identity 

themselves and others. For this group ofHutu, massacres their co-ethnics faced not only 

hardened their Hutu self-identification (as compared to Burundian), but spawned an entire 

mythical history that cast the Tutsi as a monolithically violent and invasive group that have 

always been in opposition to the industrious and moral Hutu. 191 In sum, the development of 

group-based hatreds is endogenous to the perceived history of group-based violence (which is 

tied to varying degrees to actual experiences of violence), but is very often further manipulated 

and amplified by elites. 

In his brilliantly-written essay "The Myth of Ethnic Warfare", Charles King challenges 

the basic logic of group-based conflict. He notes that historical animosity between groups has no 

predictive power for where and when conflict breaks out, "Being mad as hell at one's neighbor is 

rarely enough to make people take up arms. When they do, it is usually only to defend something 

they stand to lose (their home) rather than to gamble on getting something they lack (their 

ancient homeland)." 192 Rather, he sees conflict as inherently political: when interests are at 

stake, parties sometimes go to war, regardless oftheir feelings toward each other: 

Second, the "ethnic conflict" label can encourage analysts and potential 
peacemakers to conflate two distinct issues -- the pathologies of individual belief 
and the rational motivations for group mobilization -- or, in other words, to 
mistake the causes of hatred for the causes of violence. The former is about 
precisely the "symbolic politics" that Kaufman identifies, the narratives of 
national suffering that can be useful in whipping up the masses. The latter is 
about getting armies into the field, and for that no amount of symbol-

190 Straus 2006, 153-73. 
191 Malkki 1995, 55-93. 
192 King 2001. 
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manipulating will get anywhere without a leadership and a state bureaucracy 
intent on perpetrating violence ... But probably the best that pundits or theorists 
can do is point out what countries and peoples are most at risk. We cannot know 
for certain why large-scale violence, of whatever type, breaks out. Even if we 
could, the factors involved would probably be disappointingly banal: clashing 
economic interests, politicians' attempts to oust opponents, lots of young men with 
nothing to do and easy access to guns. The rest is, to use a technical term, 
h . 193 zstory. 

King's formulation is important in underlining the fact that with a political hierarchy, 

group-based hatred does not lead to significant violence. However, his findings are limited in 

their applicability to mass atrocities because of the role of ideology for perpetrator leaders. For 

Valentino, ideology, rather than simple strategic calculation, does matter for leaders, but only 

rarely for lower-level perpetrators. 194 The ideology they propagate helps accomplish their goals 

by providing justification to lower-level perpetrators carrying out the unpleasant task of killing 

leaders themselves do not need to perform. 

Asymmetric mass atrocities 

The logic of asymmetric mass atrocities differs fairly significantly from that of group-

based mass atrocities. Asymmetric atrocities are committed in the direct context of war, and the 

conditions in which they take shape are the byproducts of military strategy. The pursuit of 

information is central to asymmetric conflict, and civilians are key in procuring that information. 

Consequently, they become obvious targets for every armed party. 

The cornerstone of violence against civilians during asymmetric mass killing is the 

"identification problem". During insurgencies, the metaphorical fog of war prevents combatants 

from figuring out who is working with who, and even who is fighting for who. Because 

combatants can never be sure over individuals' loyalties, they often use violence in an attempt to 

193 Ibid. 
194 Valentino 2004. 
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coerce information. 195 Coercive violence is an attempt to not only intimidate the revelation of 

intelligence, but also to prevent civilians from joining the other side. For two reasons, however, 

coercive violence often fails. First, combatants generally have no way to fact check the 

information they receive, meaning civilians have little incentive to suffer violence if they can 

avoid it without giving up any real intelligence. 196 Second, the use of selective violence to 

coerce information requires some intelligence in the first place. 197 To break this chicken or the 

egg cycle requires either a real commitment to battlefield intelligence or a resignation to 

indiscriminate violence. Bureaucratic interests are often served by opting for the latter because it 

requires fewer resources (than the intelligence-gathering needed for selective violence) without 

the appearance of inaction. 198 Indiscriminate violence tends to be particularly ineffective 

because it does not provide civilians with any way to escape violence; if they are attacked by 

side A whether or not they are collaborators, they have no incentive not to collaborate with side 

B. 199 In fact, the violence they have experienced at the hands of the abuser A may make them 

more likely to aid side B. 

A knock-on effect of troops' inability to verify the information they receive is that 

civilians are provided with enormous power to shape the course of conflict. In their studies of 

195 Kalyvas 2006, 89-90. 
196 Ibid, 185. 
197 Kaplan 2010, 73. 
198 Kalyvas 2006, 166 and Mucha 2013, 112. Another example of this phenomenon can be found in Anderson's 
Histories of the Hanged, that looks at the Mau Mau rebellion in Kenya. Following a major massacre perpetrated by 
the Mau Mau, almost everyone who was not a member of the anti-Mau Mau Home Guard was either lynched or 
arrested as a suspected insurgent. Many were tried and convicted on flimsy evidence. This conflict often provides 
an example of the intersection between asymmetric and identity-based mass killing: while the logic of revenge 
post-massacre was a phenomenon of asymmetric warfare, those that were lynched or arrested were 
overwhelmingly from the non-elite classes. From Anderson 2005, 119-80. 
199 Ibid, 143. Combatants may also resort to indiscriminate violence simply out of inexperience. They do not 
understand why it is ineffective and do not really understand nonviolent ways to interact with civilians. They will 
likely learn over time that indiscriminate violence is ineffective. From Kaplan 2010, 73. The only way this tactic is 
effective is that civilians sometimes suffer from the same dearth of information as combatants, meaning they 
assume that those killed were in fact collaborating and are deterred. From Kalyvas 2006, 190. 
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micro-level civil war violence, both Kalyvas and Kaplan find that civilians consistently invented 

fictions to implicate their often innocent neighbors in collaboration. 200 Outside soldiers 

unwittingly functioned as hired muscle used to settle personal scores. Anecdotal evidence from 

the Greek Civil War indicates that most collaborators escaped punishment while the majority of 

those punished for collaboration were falsely accused. 201 Kalyvas' vision of civil wars as local 

conflicts carried out by extraordinary means and outside actors pushes us tore-imagine what is 

political violence and what is not. Wars might be happening for primarily political motives, but 

on the ground, the reality has very little to do with the national-level "master-cleavages". 

Kalyvas' accusatory civilians are not dissimilar from Valentino' non-ideological perpetrators; 

both see short-term benefits in their actions far removed from the motivations ofthe violence's 

leaders. 202 

During asymmetric warfare, the psychological pressures on soldiers are immense. 

Soldiers often do not have the resources to conduct real intelligence work, have difficulty 

verifying information, and are often unaware if the strategies they use to prevent enemy 

collaboration are working. The vulnerability, fear, and anxiety produced can cause soldiers to 

lash out at civilians through massacres. While there is certainly a psychological component, 

military strategy also plays a role. When a violent organization has no ability to commit 

selective violence, killing indiscriminately can appear rational. 203 

Jeremy's Weinstein study of insurgent politics Inside Rebellion presents an alternative 

view to Kalyvas' on why civilians are abused. Instead ofthe economy ofinformation, Weinstein 

argues the formation conditions of armed groups is central in determining their behavior. 

200 Ibid, 351 and Kaplan 2010, 62. 
201 Kalyvas 2006, 189. 
202 Ibid and Valentino 2004. 
203 Kalyvas 2006, 69. 
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Insurgencies that crop up against capable governments and in areas without significant resources 

are likely to attract only the most committed individuals. However, when groups face little 

potential for repressive violence and exist in spaces with significant lootable resources, less-

committed individuals are likely to join. Commanders then have a discipline problem on their 

hands. Soldiers realize they are easily replaceable because of the low barrier for entry. 

Therefore, commanders must entice them sufficiently with short-term material gains, and this is 

achieved through abusing and/or attacking the civilian population.204 Though the resulting mass 

atrocities do not directly help the insurgent leaders accomplish their ultimate goals, the choice to 

maintain their fighting force through any means necessary is a logical one. However, material 

incentives do not tend to be particularly effective at achieving group unity. 205 Over time, as 

leaders cede more and more ground to the abusive and materialistic logic of their rank-and-file, 

the corrosive effects of wanton violence are likely to take their toll, but not before numerous 

atrocities have been committed. 206 

The asymmetric and identity-based atrocity nexus 

While the second section of this chapter examines the shared qualities of asymmetric and 

identity-based mass atrocities, two of their similarities only make sense after understanding their 

specific logics. Therefore, this brief section is more theoretical in nature, and looks at two ways 

in which the dichotomy presented above begins to break down. Though this may seem like a 

contradiction of my earlier assertion that dividing asymmetric and identity-based conflict was an 

analytic necessity, this section seeks to highlight why identity-based mass killing (including 

204 Weinstein 2007, 7. 
205 Ibid, 136. 
206Solomon 2013, The Four Dilemmas of a Mass Atrocity. While Weinstein's work is unique, it suffers from a fairly 
path-dependent argument centered around resources and government repression. His theory works in his 
selected case studies, but it may be too simple to explain other conflicts. From Weinstein 2007. 
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genocide) is not somehow "special" in its resistance to civilian action, a common belief among 

scholars. 

Goldhagen's account ofthe Holocaust sees the specific act of genocide, that is the 

ideological mass murder of a specific group, as fundamentally removed from everyday 

society. 207 Kalyvas makes a similar argument, "At its core is "intentional group annihilation" 

(Straus 2002:2). From this perspective, genocide is neither mere continuation of severe 

repression through other means nor just mass killing, but a phenomenon of an altogether 

different kind ... " 208 Valentino sees international intervention as the only feasible solution for 

stopping extremist leaders from carrying out mass killing. 209 Finally, Kaplan argues that if a 

group's ideology promotes the killing of civilians, it is very hard, if not impossible, for civilians 

. . 1 1 210 to act agamst nonv1o ent y. 

There are kernels to truth to all these arguments, but they also miss the broader point of 

how the ideologies of group-based conflict are formed and how perpetrators internalize this 

ideology. Identity-based conflict grows out of everyday politics and functions because of 

everyday psychological phenomena. Despite the practically inconceivable evil that has 

manifested itself in group-based conflicts from the Armenian to Rwandan Genocides, it is still a 

phenomenon that can be understood in the same way as asymmetric mass atrocities. And if it 

can be understood then it can be countered. 

The first similarity comes from Scott Straus' account of interviews with perpetrators of 

the Rwandan Genocide, "The main rationale that perpetrators consistently gave for genocidal 

violence is the following: the RPF killed President Habyarimana; RPF soldiers had invaded to 

207 Goldhagen 1996, 392. 
208 Kalyvas 2006, 30. 
209 Valentino 2004, 234-54. 
21° Kaplan 2010, 70-1. 
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kill Hutus; all Tutsis were RPF supporters or potential supporters; ergo, Hutus had to kill Tutsis 

to prevent being attack by them. "211 This logic is the logic of stressed soldiers in asymmetric 

conflicts. Civilians are assumed to be collaborating with the enemy, and massacres result. 

Certain identities, however, are only perceived as dangerous once violence, real or imagined, has 

occurred. For example, only after SLM's rebellion in Darfur did being Fur or Zaghawa indicate 

a perceived allegiance to armed elements fighting against the government in Khartoum. But for 

this to happen, two facilitators must both be present. First, pervasive fear caused by the 

unpredictability of conflict must be widespread. Second, social myths that depict a certain group 

of noncombatants as potential threats must be propagated and received (which is unlikely to 

happen absent an atmosphere of fear). The escalation process, in this case, is identical for 

asymmetric and identity-based mass atrocities. 

The second similarity concerns the process through which the logics of asymmetric and 

identity-based mass atrocities develop. The question that originally prompted research on this 

topic was, "How could civilians in identity-based conflict, who were targets of violence because 

of an identity they often had no control over, leverage nonviolent power?" This same 

assumption seems to underlie the conclusions ofKalyvas and Kaplan. 212 However, they are 

mistaken just as I was. In both cases, civilians become targets because of who they are through 

an escalatory process. In asymmetric conflicts, civilians come to be attacked by combatants 

because of the gradual breakdown of their organizational structure and an inability to gather 

sufficient intelligence. Soldiers feel they do not have a way to fight the war that excludes 

indiscriminate violence. In identity-based conflicts, civilians become targets as radical or 

reactionary leaders come to power with extremist goals in mind. When they fail to find solutions 

211 Straus 2006, 153. 
212 Kalyvas 2006 and Kaplan 2010. 
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through nonviolent options, in the context of some perceived threat, they spread an ideology that 

demands the killing of a particular group. Therefore, in both cases, killing happens through a 

process that classifies civilians as targets only after a process that progressively makes 

noncombatants into justifiable victims oflethal attacks. Identity-based mass atrocities operate on 

a progressive ratcheting up of oppression rather than primordial hatreds that are impossible to 

prevent. Even if many analysts understand this fact in the abstract, discourse that holds genocide 

and other identity-based conflicts apart from other types of political violence do not analyze how 

these conflicts come to be. 

Complexity and our understanding of mass killing 

Scholarly understandings of mass killing has advanced significantly in the last twenty 

years, spurred on by the spike in mass killings following the end of the Soviet Union.213 It is 

hard to imagine, for example, a new argument like Goldhagen's being taken seriously in the 

atrocity prevention community in 2014. However, certain questions remain difficult to answer 

within the mainstream of mass killing scholarship. Why do mass atrocities emerge in some 

situations but not in other, nearly identical ones?214 What causes mass killings to wax, wane, 

and end?215 Why do some mass atrocities have higher death tolls than others? The way we even 

begin to attempt to answer these questions is perhaps itself part ofthe problem, argues Sean 

Lang berg: 

Many of the conventional ways of thinking about mass killing are founded upon 
post-Enlightenment, or modern analytical, assumptions. These assumptions 
include universal observability, cause-and-effect relationships, wholes can be 

213 Ulfelder 2014. 
214 For one attempt at answering this question, see Straus 2012. Similarly, Mucha 2013 examines why Peru 
experienced civil war and Bolivia did not. 
215 Why mass atrocities end is an understudied phenomenon. For more, see Conley-Zilkic and de Waal 2014 and 
Solomon 2013, The Four Dilemmas of a Mass Atrocity. 
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understood by analyzing parts, and that the past will always create the capacity 
for prevention. These principles are said to be "so deeply embedded in these 
cultures' education and worldview, that one is not even generally aware of 
them. "216 

Like many other political phenomena, single events influences many factors across the 

board during mass killing episodes, and the causal interactions become impossible to keep track 

of due to their dynamism. 217 An amalgamation of list factors does not get at the complex 

relationships that induce, sustain, and end mass atrocities," ... first, genocide risk factors give 

names to correlatory processes, but do not answer ontological questions and, second, they reduce 

the complexity of the processes down to a narrow list ... "218 

For example, if non-state actor A makes the decision to attack civilians group B that is 

suspected of supporting government C, but word gets out to government C and the UN. Because 

the UN has a strong presence in the country, the UN convinces government C to protect 

civilians. However, C's main military commander decides that civilian group Dis aiding non-

state actor A and decides to commit indiscriminate violence against D. The UN, already plugged 

into the situation, decides to heavily sanction government C, leading to a hasty retreat by C. In 

retaliation, non-state actor A attacks civilian group B even more intensely than they had 

originally intended. Non-state actor A also commits limited violence against civilian group D 

because they suspect someone from within that population informed C about their plans. In this 

scenario, the decision to attack civilian group B does result in mass killing. However, without 

comprehending the ways in which actors influenced each other, often with unexpected results 

(UN sanctions led to an increased intensity of killing), it is impossible to make sense of why the 

216 Jones 2003. Quote from Langberg 2014, 28. 
217 de Coning 2013, 3. 
218 Langberg 2014, 31. 
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situation developed like it did.219 Similarly, even if analysts understood that both A and Chad a 

propensity to attack civilians, they could not create accurate predictions of why or how violence 

would break out, continue, and end. 

On the whole, mass atrocity scholars have been too quick to see obvious causality and 

fault in mass atrocities. A new approach, that sees violence as a system where causality and fault 

is diffuse and difficult to pin down, is needed. Mass atrocities occur through the development of 

relationships between multiple actors in a complex, interactive system, and thinking of them as 

such offers a way to better envision differing outcomes of political instability. Some 

anthropological studies of violence have sought to do this by examining the local causes of 

violence that often go unnoticed, but they still fail to capture the complexity of human conflict in 

a single conceptual framework. 22° Complex Adaptive Systems Theory offers a way forward for 

prediction and analysis. In relation to conflict, Coleman defines CAS as, "a set of 

interconnected elements that influence one another over time to promote the emergence of a 

global state (such as war or peace), which in tum provides common meaning for the 

elements. " 221 

CAS do what other ways of thinking about mass atrocities cannot. First, they systematize 

the inherent complexity of conflict. Second, they accept the human limits of understanding 

complex systems by positing the existence of random processes within the system. Third, CAS 

acknowledge that even if the interactions between actors seems straight-forward, the result may 

be unexpected. 222 Finally, they recognize, " ... that ties that bind communities like religion and 

politics can be the same ones that tear them apart. The key is to find what transforms intra-

219 It should also be noted this scenario is a severe simplification of why violence happens. 
220 Autesserre 2010 and Gray and Roos 2012, 3. 
221 Coleman 2011, 39. 
222 Langberg 2014, 32-4. 
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institutional or intra-communal relationships from those of strength to those of strain."223 These 

scope conditions help one to imagine an "ecosystem of violence" in which multiple actors 

interact with each other to create outcomes that no one can fully understand.224 Roos and Gray 

explain CAS by comparing it to other analytic approaches that look at the causes and effect of 

individual conflict drivers: 

While they undoubtedly have a causal role, none of these conflict drivers alone 
can sufficiently explain why, when and where local violence occurs. In most cases 
many factors are implicated, which are often contingent upon environmental 
influences and the prism of history through which the actors involved view the 
issues and choose to act in response. Thus, attributing causality to only one or 
two factors often masks the complexity, non-linearity and temporality of the 
causal relationships between various factors that influence a conflict to varying 
degrees at different points in times. In other words, it is not just the factors 
themselves that cause destructive conflict; it is also the relationships between 
factors that influence the likelihood that the inevitable conflicts in the 
communities will turn violent over time. 225 

In this formulation, analysts are encouraged to think about all the micro-level social and 

political shifts that facilitate the emergence, continuation, and end of mass atrocities. While 

CAS assumes that it will be impossible to understand the exact causality of every event, it at 

least creates a template for a more complex way of predicting mass atrocity events. CAS is not 

just an attempt to highlight our ignorance, but rather to demonstrate how acknowledging partial 

ignorance improves analysis. To clarify the mechanics of CAS, Roos and Gray provide an 

excellent diagram of the agents and causal relationships in their study of conflict between two 

Dinka clans in Jonglei, South Sudan. 

223 Ibid, 9. 
224 Solomon 2013, The Four Dilemmas of a Mass Atrocity. 
225 Roos and Gray 2012, 3. 
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Figure 2: Loop mapping of Wanglei's conflict history 
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A central tenet of CAS is that there can be no system-wide theory of causality; there is 

always a certain degree of uncertainty, and as the system gets more complex, more uncertainty is 

produced. So if the diagram above were expanded to include nation-wide drivers of conflict, 

then it would also become more imprecise. This is important for studying mass atrocities, which 

are influenced of local, regional, national, and international drives, because it demonstrates that 

no theory on any one level can provide a holistic account. Recent developments in conflict 

studies have shifted the field toward a larger focus on micro-level violence as a way to 

understand broader processes, and these findings make the case for CAS. In their article "The 

Epidemiology of Violence in Darfur", Alex de Waal et al. use data from the joint UN-AU 

peacekeeping mission, UNAMID, to argue the conflict in Darfur cannot be described as 

government forces against rebels and defenseless civilians. The authors paint a picture of a 

226 Ibid, 8. 
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conflict with many actors who do not commit violence in highly predictable ways. 227 While 

there are observable trends, there is more chaos than order. 228 For example, the Sudan Armed 

Forces engaged in violent attacks against every other group, including other government forces. 

While rebels generally refrained from violence against each other, non-state armed groups 

constantly appeared, disappeared, and switched sides. Additionally, inter-tribal clashes killed an 

astonishing number of Arab civilians, who were nominally allied to the government. During the 

period studied, 2008-9, more Arab civilians died than non-Arab civilians, even though the 

conflict in Darfur has been portrayed as a genocide perpetrated against non-Arabs by the 

government and allied Janjaweed forces. 229 This evidence points to mass atrocities being much 

more complicated than, at the most, two armed sides and civilians. Instead, as Kalyvas argues, 

war zones are chaotic places with no clear loyalties, an abundance of violent crime, and a fuzzy 

line between combatant and civilian. 23° CAS is more able to take on this reality than traditional 

approaches to understanding mass killing. 

While Valentino's elite-centric theory of mass atrocities is quite convincing, and 

probably the best way to understand mass atrocities without CAS, it cannot explain how or why 

leaders develop their ideas and what subtle political shifts allow them to gain power or settle on 

mass killing as a necessity. CAS can connect this type oftheory with a more local-based 

approach like Autesserre's, creating a feedback loop. 231 One can imagine a CAS historical 

model that focuses on the development of future leaders' ideology through the lens of formative 

personal experiences. If such a model were to be successful in negotiating the different levels of 

227 De Waal et al. 2014 and Kalyvas 2006. 
228 Nordstrom's A Different Kind of War Story depicts war in a similar manner. From Nordstrom 1997. 
229 Ibid, 2-8. 
230 This characterization of warfare does not contradict my elite-led depiction of mass killing. I define mass killing 
as the deaths of 1,000 civilians carried out by a discrete combatant group, and so even in messy, violent situations, 
groups still need leaders to take violence to the level of mass killing. 
231 Autesserre 2010. 
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drivers, it would help map Bayat's assertion that, in political systems, power circulates, but 

fundamentally unevenly. 232 In other words, leaders' ideologies matter more than regular 

individuals' beliefs in determining the onset and outcome of mass killing episodes, but leaders' 

ideologies are themselves influenced by the public. CAS may help us better understand the 

development over time of this reality. 

For the study and prediction of mass atrocities, CAS is crucial because it shifts the 

conversation away from the "root causes" approach. This approach has two major flaws. First, 

because "root causes" are generally long-term social and political conditions, they cannot explain 

why a mass atrocity emerges at a particular time. Some of these, like the UN Special Adviser for 

the Prevention of Genocide's approach, looks for "triggers", but as demonstrated by even a 

cursory understanding of CAS, a number of different factors are required to fall into place before 

a mass atrocity emerges, even in unstable societies. 233 Second, the "root causes" approach 

causes numerous false positives, which for Valentino, destroys any predictive quality it could 

have. 234 CAS, if imagined as an "ecosystem of violence" provides an analytically sound and not 

too conceptually difficult way of analyzing and predicting mass atrocities. 

CAS do have their drawbacks. First, while they are easy to imagine, they are hard to 

operate in practice. They require specialist knowledge that many academics, NGO employees, 

and policy-makers may not have. Second, analyzing CAS may take too long in a prevention 

community often shorn of financial and human resources. Less complex approaches may be less 

accurate, but ultimately more effective at prompting action. Third, their actual contribution to 

social science could be questioned. Few theories of mass atrocities claim to explain absolutely 

everything or capture the effects of every driver, and so perhaps CAS pushes analysts in a 

232 Bayat 1997, 164. The idea of power circulating comes from Foucault 1972. 
233 Langberg 2014, 42 and Woocher 2006, ii. 
234 Valentino 2004, 2. 
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direction they are already going. Finally, CAS may not even be necessary for imagining an 

"ecosystem of violence". For Daniel Solomon, the ecosystem is composed of two elements: the 

perpetrating organization and the external environment. 235 With the understanding that there are 

many actors and relationships at work in the system, two primary components may be sufficient 

for rigorous analysis. 

235 Solomon 2013, The Four Dilemmas of a Mass Atrocity. 
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Chapter 3 -How Do Civilians Survive?: An empirical 
and theoretical grounding for civilian self-protection 

Introduction 

Mass killings have claimed millions of victims in the modem era, but civilians have also 

proven to be remarkably resilient and resourceful in the face of mass violence. However, very 

little scholarship has reflected this fact. Though some histories and anthropologies have 

recounted the experiences of civilians in conflict, very little work has actually examined how 

civilians survived. 236 International humanitarian discourse is no better, and arguably much 

worse, at examining the role of civilians in their own protection. 237 The Responsibility to Protect 

doctrine, the central norm of current civilian protection, is one of the worst offenders: 

.. .formulations of R2P all stopped short of reorganizing that 'victims' (or 
intended victims) of atrocities might have a role in averting atrocities at the point 
when they are being committed. Whereas neighboring branches of the 
international discourse (e.g. conflict mediation, development) are increasingly 
explicit about the need to forge direct relations with civil society actors even at 
the height of conflict (PfajJJenholz, Kew & Wanis-St. John, 2006), R2P seems 
marked by a reversal to the 'high politics' of international intervention in times of 
unfolding crisis. 238 

The irony is that civilians are the ones most able and most motivated to protect 

themselves during mass atrocities. 239 Civilians during mass atrocities are also the most willing 

to adapt themselves to situations and try new self-protection strategies. 240 While focusing 

scholastic energy on methods to improve international rescue efforts would have merit if these 

236 Baines and Paddon 2012, 235. 
237 Bonwick 2006. 
238 Megret 2009, 580. 
239 Ibid, 584 and Barrs 2006, 4. 
24° Kaplan 2013, Nudging Armed Groups, 5. 
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methods were generally successful, civilians in conflict zones tend to view the role of outside 

. . 1. h . . 1 241 agencies as margma m t eu own surviVa . 

How can we understand the discrepancy between prevention discourse that focuses on the 

international and national levels versus the experiences of civilians? The answer lies in how 

analysts conceptualize mass atrocities. To take the example ofthe DRC, it is much easier to 

examine the various conflicts as resulting from national level problems. A lack of governance 

structures, a corrupt government, a weak army, and foreign meddling are all the most obvious 

causal factors for armed conflict. However, following Autesserre's work, if one looks closer, it 

is clear that many of the conflicts that seem to be a result of"master cleavages" are actually 

products of localized land disputes. National and international actors may partner with sides in 

these conflicts, but without the land disputes there would be no strife at all. 242 However, even if 

the role of local conflicts is acknowledged, it is difficult for analysts to understand how the 

developments of these conflicts actually influence the development of conflict nation-wide. The 

interactions between these numerous conflicts and national developments is simply too complex 

for analysts to understand, making a case for CAS. 

The same analytic problems that analysts face when mapping DRC's conflicts appear 

when one tries to understand how civilians survive and therefore influence conflict. It is 

impossible to really understand, how, for example, a Syrian family fleeing their village 

influences the course of the conflict, but CAS teaches us that even if we do not know what effect 

such a discrete event had, it does affect the rest of the conflict system. In sum, we know that 

civilians are important in influencing the ecosystem of violence, but since it is so hard to map 

241 Baines and Paddon 2012, 243 and South and Harrigan et al. 2012, 21. 
242 Autesserre 2010. 
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causal arrows between the local and national level, they tend to be thought of as passive 

victims. 243 

Once we understand that civilians have a role in their own protection, we can begin to 

imagine these strategies as intentional, situation-specific actions. Analyzing the actions of every 

individual would be hopelessly difficult because of its complexity, but it would also miss the 

important point that communities tend to work together to survive. Individuals draw on their 

neighbors for organizational and psychological strength during times of crisis, and share survival 

strategies. Therefore, this paper will examine civilian self-protection by looking at how 

communities work together during mass atrocities. I will define community as a group of people 

delineated through primarily physical proximity, but who may also share a language, an 

ethnicity, a religion, or a political affiliation. Because of the vast variation both in the type of 

violence in internal conflicts and response strategies from community to community, this paper 

is referring less to national communities than communities that exist in discrete villages, towns, 

and neighborhoods. 244 

I will focus on exclusively nonviolent civilian self-protection for two reasons. First, 

violent resistance strategies have their own fairly extensive literatures, and this paper does not 

seek to supplement that vein of academic analysis. Second, most communities simply lack the 

ability to defend themselves nonviolently. 245 This happens for a few reasons. Only a small 

subset of populations have the ability to violently resist, primarily men between the ages of 

sixteen and fifty. Quite often, communities do not attempt any violent resistance because of the 

force differential between themselves and opposing forces. Accordingly, violence can be terribly 

243 Gray and Roos 2012 and Kaplan 2010, 30. 
244 Kalyvas 2006 and South and Harrigan et al. 2012, 12. It is also simply much easier to study small-scale 
organization at the local level. 
245 If this were not the case, surely we would see many more combatants in internal conflicts. 
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counterproductive for communities because it leaves the majority of unarmed individuals open to 

reprisals. 246 While nonviolent options may be best for most communities, they are imperfect. 

No community, no matter how organized, can create a full-proof strategy. Conflicts are too 

complex to be able to fully predict how they develop, and communities will not only have to deal 

with armed actors, who themselves have different motivations and values, using imperfect 

information, but they will also have to deal with the difficulties of sustaining community 

organization. Nonviolent civilian self-protection is important not because it is the silver bullet to 

ending mass atrocities, but because it represents an under-theorized yet crucially important 

component of the role of civilians during mass killing episodes. Lautze and Hammond 

summarize their importance by writing, "By their very origin, all coping mechanisms are sub-

optimal. .. They are imperfect and can become more exploitative as crisis intensifies. Yet they 

represent the best informed response to crisis, because they are developed by those whose lives 

and livelihoods are most vulnerable."247 

This chapter will begin by examining the commonalities between all types of civilian 

self-protection with an emphasis on organization and local knowledge. I will then move on and 

look at how civilians protect themselves during asymmetric mass atrocities through Zones of 

Peace and bottom-up norm diffusion. Next, I try to fill the theoretical gap on nonviolent self-

protection during identity-based mass atrocities by providing a bit of empirical evidence, 

theorizing what undocumented strategies civilians are likely using, and what dynamics makes 

certain strategies powerful. My final section looks at reasons why civilian self-protection does 

not work, and how this informs our understanding of successful self-protection. 

246 Kaplan 2010, 66. 
247 Lautze and Hammond 1996, 2. 
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General framework for civilian self-protection 

During episodes of mass violence, Mahony argues civilians tend to use any existing 

social structure to facilitate survival. 248 Just as individuals migrate with the help of networks, 

civilians survive by using networks to cope and flee. 249 For example, in Sudan's Nuba 

Mountains, communities work together for three main activities: fleeing to the mountains, 

gathering wild food and medicine, and providing emotional support. 250 Without strong 

community organizations, individuals will find it much harder to survive, and if there is one 

claim that can be made about how civilians have historically survived conflict around the world, 

it is this. 251 In Colombia Oliver Kaplan found that indigenous communities that regularly visited 

shamans were likely to experience less violence than those that did not. While initially this 

seems like a bizarre correlation coincidence, in fact it represents a shared culture that helps to 

facilitate community organization. 252 Less united communities have more trouble drawing 

together in times of crisis. Community unity, however, is not an entirely accidental 

phenomenon. Rural communities with few non-permanent residents and discrete borders are 

generally the best at surviving mass killing. 253 While community organization is partially 

dependent on structural factors, Nordstrom argues that all other factors being equal, civilians do 

not always protect themselves with the same level of skill, "My research ... clearly demonstrates 

that, to survive, people are force to create. Those who do not, do not survive."254 The creativity 

that she describes is the creation and utilization of self-protective social structures. Nordstrom 

248 Mahony 2013, 20. 
249 Barrs 2010, 4. 
250 South and Harrigan et al. 2012, 11. 
251 Kaplan 2010. 
252 Kaplan 2012. 
253 Kaplan 2010, 46. 
254 Nordstrom 1997, 15. 
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does note, however, that warzones are not the ideal spaces to foster creativity. 255 Finally, though 

the actions of communities during mass killing may seem extraordinary, civilians often do not 

see self-protective efforts as any different from their daily lives. Though conflict presents a 

heightened level of uncertainty and threat, civilians often see it as just another challenge that they 

must overcome. 256 

What do civilians actually do to survive mass atrocities? Though accounts are limited, 

lessons can be drawn from two articles that look at the experiences of survivors from the long-

running insurgency in Karen State, Burma and the former LRA insurgency in northern Uganda, 

respectively. The two cases are useful cases for generalizing because they both contain elements 

of identity-based and asymmetric mass killing. In Uganda, the LRA began as an Acholi 

rebellion against Yoweri Museveni's NRA, but few Acholi supported the LRA as the war 

dragged on. While most were simply trapped between opposing armies, Acholi became 

progressively associated with the LRA by government troops, exemplifying how perpetrators can 

constitute groups through violence. 257 In Burma, the situation is not terribly different. The 

Burmese government has long marginalized ethnic minorities around the country, and almost 

every ethnic minority group has its own army. In Karen state, many ethnic Karen did support the 

KNLA because they were perceived as less brutal than the national army, but most still 

attempted to simply get on with their lives. Like in northern Uganda, the Burmese army 

regularly suspected those with Karen identities as supporters ofthe KNLA, partially because the 

lack of information made it hard to identify collaborators. 258 

255 Ibid, 15. 
256 Gorur 2013, 4. 
257 Baines and Paddon 2012, Jakobsen 2011, and Powell 2011, 82. 
258 South and Harrigan et al. 2012. Karen themselves had split opinions on whether armed struggle was the right 
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For the most part, civilians attempt to avoid conflict. 259 In Uganda, when soldiers would 

approach, civilians would flee to the bush, and came up with methods, such as splitting up or 

having many rural sleeping shelters, that ensured that whole families wouldn't be killed or 

abducted. 260 In Karen state, civilians would routinely play dumb and generally avoid 

confrontation when possible, which often meant bribing combatants. 261 Only in more extreme 

cases do civilians decide to actively confront combatants. This can happen at planned 

community meetings or at the instigation of civilians. If combatants do not have the desire to 

massacre an entire community, confrontation can be effective, but it is also very risky because it 

exposes civilians to mass violence. According to Kaplan, civilians tend to confront combatants 

when they are highly organized, they have outside support, face moderate pressure from an 

unorganized armed group. If civilians either know they will face violence or are unsure how 

armed actors will react, they are unlikely to confront soldiers. 262 

Civilians generally survive because they have exceptional local knowledge of their 

surroundings. By local knowledge, I mean an understanding of local geography and culture that 

an outsider would not possess. Geographic knowledge is crucial to know from where troops 

might approach, what weather conditions facilitate hiding smoke from cooking, and the best 

places to take refuge. In Uganda, villagers practiced 'night commuting', in which mostly young 

people walked many miles to bus stations and other gather points to sleep, because they were 

less likely to be abducted or face soldiers in large groups. Cultural knowledge is just as 

important. For example, Acholi learned to distinguish the LRA from government soldiers 

because oftheir formations, choice ofheadwear, and their propensity for smoking even though 

259 Barrs 2010, 1-2. 
260 Baines and Paddon 2012, 232-8. 
261 South and Harrigan et al. 2012, 7. 
262 Ibid, 7-9, Barrs 2010, 1-2, Kaplan 2010, 65-9 and Kaplan 2013, Nudging Armed Groups, 2. 
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they wore identical fatigues. Locals also managed to create impromptu earlier warning systems 

in which the approach of soldiers (spotted by young boys high up trees) or strangers prompted 

certain signals, like distinctive whistles, that alerted the community to potential danger. 263 

Nordstrom relates an anecdote of a Mozambican health care worker using her superior 

knowledge of local geography to escape RENAMO persecution while simultaneously providing 

medical services to villagers. 264 

Civilians may attempt to relocate permanently or semi-permanently during conflict, but it 

is not an easy decision for two reasons. First, civilians may fear violence if they stay put, but 

because their livelihood is likely specific to where they live, fleeing likes destroys that future 

source of revenue. Especially for poorer individuals, it might seem like too big a risk. In short, 

civilians weigh the short-term physical safety benefits gained through fleeing against the long-

term economic losses that also result. 265 Second, fleeing likely severs individuals' connections 

with their community, and this link is crucial for providing psychological and material support. 

The local knowledge individuals possess also loses its utility. Baines and Paddon note that when 

the government forced Acholi civilians into enormous IDP camps to prevent support for the 

LRA, civilians actually found it much harder to escape raids on their homesteads. Local 

protective information networks stopped functioning and civilians found it much harder to claim 

neutrality; those in government camps were seen as government supporters and vice versa. 266 

Ultimately, relocation is a last resort, but when and to where civilians flee is not accidental: 

The decisions people take in terms of migration and other protection strategies 
depend on their relationships, and available resources. For some (particularly 
Buddhist) villagers who are poor and do not have contacts in the KNU, access to 

263 Baines and Paddon 2012, 235-9. Only in small, tight-knit communities would individuals recognize who and 
who was not a stranger. 
264 Nordstrom 1997, 14. 
265 Ibid, 27 and South and Harrigan et al. 2012, 15-21. 
266 Baines and Paddon 2012, 241. 
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asylum in the refugee camps in Thailand is perceived as difficult, as the camps 
are considered by many displaced civilians to be influenced by the KNU, and for 
those without connections to the insurgency money is required to enter the 
settlements. In contrast, for those who are associated with opposition groups it 
can be very dangerous to enter government or ceasefire group areas (including 
relocation sites). Those with family in the KNU or friends and relatives in border 
areas are more likely to flee to insurgent-controlled or -influenced areas, 
including refugee camps. Those without such contacts, or who enjoy non
threatening relations with government forces and/or the DKBA, may choose to 
enter official relocation sites (where these exist), or move into areas under these 
authorities. 267 

In this telling, fleeing requires navigating not only geographic space, but complex issues 

of wealth and identity. 

Civilian self-protection during asymmetric mass atrocities 

During asymmetric, civilians become targets of combatants for two reasons: the pursuit 

of information and attempts to coerce or deter support for a particular side. For combatants, 

these two processes are even more important than engaging militarily with enemy combatants. 

The nature of asymmetric conflicts places civilians directly at their center, which have become 

the 21st century's dominant form of warfare. Civilians do not just respond passively to the 

actions of combatants; rather they have significant agency in determining the course of 

conflict. 268 

The central set of strategies civilians can use to protect themselves from asymmetric mass 

atrocities can be generally called Zones of Peace, though specific iterations may name 

themselves differently. Broadly, ZoP's are designed to provide armed actors with the confidence 

that civilians are not collaborating with any side. ZoP's allow civilians to voluntarily withdraw 

267 South and Harrigan et al. 2012, 8. The DKBA is the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army. 
268 Kalyvas 2006. 
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themselves from conflict, and when it works, combatants will not enter their community in 

return. Six elements are necessary for civilians to establish ZoP's: 

• Clear and widespread messaging to all relevant actors, armed and unarmed 

• Constant contact and a good rapport with perpetrator leaders 

• A strong belief within the community that non-collaboration is the best option 

• An inclusive internal conflict resolution process 

• A formal internal investigative body that adjudicates claims of collaboration 

• A set procedure for punishing collaborators or moving them out of harm's way269 

The first strategy ensures that every party understands the terms of the ZoP. This has a 

twofold purpose. First, it increases the chances that no one will accidentally violate its terms. 

Second, if combatants know that the terms ofthe ZoP are well-known, it increases their 

confidence that the community will not renege on their agreement. 270 

Constant contact with combatant leaders is another crucial component of ZoP's. 

Relationship-building keeps combatants updated on community decisions and changes to the 

conditions of the ZoP's. Additionally, if community leaders can form personal bonds with 

combatants, the good will that results may make it more likely that combatants will leave 

communities alone. 271 Communities can also increase the likelihood of a ZoP's success by 

appealing to shared cultural or religious norms. Nordstrom, for example, writes that religious 

beliefs shared soldiers and combatants facilitated a Zone of Peace in Mozambique. All parties 

269 Hirschei-Burns 2013, The Responsibility to Do What We Can, 11-2 and Kaplan 2010, 60-5. 
27° Kaplan 2010, 60. 
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believed in the protective power of the spirit Mungoi, deterring RENAMO from committing 

attacks in the circumscribed territory in which he was believed to inhabit. 272 

Without the third strategy, maintaining a ZoP becomes exceptionally difficult because if 

just a few individuals violate its conditions, the ZoP collapses. Civilians within the ZoP have to 

be convinced that the advantages gained through giving denunciations to armed actors do not 

outweigh the benefits of removing the community from conflict. Beyond strategic 

considerations, there is also a normative component. The community must create a culture of 

peace so that civilians are less likely to even consider settling scores via proxy forces. 273 To aid 

this process, the community must implement the fourth strategy, an inclusive conflict resolution 

strategy. Such a process provides an institutional forum for residents to resolve their conflicts 

internally and without the aid of external armed actors, which is a central cause of violence in 

. fl" 274 asymmetnc con 1cts. 

If the third and fourth strategies are unable to prevent civilians from collaborating with 

armed actors, the fifth strategy is crucial for establishing credibility with armed actors, without 

which ZoP' s cannot exist. 275 Investigating instances of collaboration strengthens the norm of 

non-collaboration within the community and demonstrates to armed actors that the community is 

indeed sticking to the broadcast conditions of the ZoP. Finally, once investigations have been 

concluded, communities need ways to deal with the guilty. In Colombia, some communities 

raised funds so they could relocate to other areas of the country, but in some cases this might not 

be possible. If communities are able to nonviolently punish collaborators in a way accepted by 

armed actors, that is ideal, both for the individual and the maintenance of the community's 

272 Nordstrom 1997, 150-1. 
273 Hancock and Mitchell 2007, 182 and Kaplan 2010, 48-62. 
274 Kalyvas 2006. 
275 Kaplan 2010, 76. 
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culture of peace. 276 However, armed actors may demand a more severe punishment, forcing 

communities to face the difficult dilemma of either seeing their ZoP collapse or violating their 

own norms of nonviolence. 

While the effects of ZoP's are largely visible at solely the level of the community enacting 

them, they have a broader normative effect. In Mitchell and Hancock's words, ZoP's 

"institutionalize conflict" by letting conflict continue with particular rules that are to civilians' 

advantage. 277 Just as international humanitarian law institutionalizes conflict from the top-down, 

ZoP's institutionalize conflict from the bottom-up. ZoP's can also shape conflict normatively 

and structurally at the macro level. Communities may imitate existing ZoP's, and as they 

multiply, large parts ofthe country begin to refuse to participate in armed conflict. Combatants 

then have a higher incentive to go to the negotiating table because fewer soldiers will be willing 

to join armed forces, the area of potential operations is smaller, and there is a strengthening 

consensus against armed conflict. 278 Nordstrom makes an even bolder claim about the power of 

local nonviolence. She argues that in Mozambique, a civilian shift toward nonviolent action 

forced combatants to the negotiating table and ultimately ended the war, "In doing this, they took 

political agency on themselves and away from formal governing institutions and military bodies. 

Unlike Hobbes, this was not a war of all against all, but the peacefulness of the many standing 

against the violence ofthe few." 279 Here Nordstrom not only attributes remarkable agency to 

civilians in warzones, but also connects numerous micro-level events with a single macro-level 

outcome. 

276 Ibid, 60-5. 
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If ZoP's do indeed have a normative component, how can we understand how these norms 

flow between civilians and combatants? Oliver Kaplan writes that the answer lies in norm 

transmission, which he calls "nudging". 280 In his article, Kaplan sees conflict as operating 

within certain norms and cultural contexts, rather than a purely strategic or even psychological 

dimension. He finds himself in a vein of analysis more similar to anthropologists Michael 

Taussig and Carolyn Nordstrom's understandings of violence as socially constructed than 

political scientist Benjamin Valentino's conceptualization of mass killing. 281 For Kaplan, norm 

diffusion functions in the same way as Hancock and Mitchell envision the effect of ZoP's; norms 

are transmitted both from the top-down and from the bottom-up. 282 Civilians have more access 

to combatants than international organizations that espouse certain norms of conflict, and thus 

civilians are better able to influence armed groups' behavior. Especially for fragmented armed 

groups (a common occurrence), bottom-up norm diffusion is a very active process and more 

effective than norms solely directed at group leadership. Accordingly, armed group behavior can 

actually change fairly quickly because of civilian interventions. 283 

For Kaplan, the most effective way to transmit norms of civilian protection is through a 

community meeting that includes armed groups and non-combatants. This forum provides the 

most direct link between civilians and combatants, though the two parties interact in other 

settings in which norm transmission also takes place. When civilians voice their concerns to 

armed groups, this can activate discussion within armed groups over their treatment of civilians 

28° Kaplan 2013, Nudging Armed Groups. 
281 Nordstrom 1997, Taussig 1986, and Valentino 2004. 
282 While Kaplan does not examine why violence scholarship focuses on top-down norm diffusion, the answer lies 
in complexity. It is much easier to understand the normative effect of R2P, a coherent doctrine functioning at the 
international level. However, it is much more difficult to conceptualize how civilian actions change combatants' 
attitudes at the local level, let alone a nationwide complex violent system. From Kaplan 2013, Nudging Armed 
Groups. 
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and empower soldiers that are less comfortable with abusive behavior to speak up and organize, 

thus reducing the previous collective action problem. In Kaplan's words, they become "norm 

entrepreneurs" that can shift the behavior of entire perpetrator groups. 284 To paraphrase Gene 

Sharp, this begins to remove pillars of support from combatants who sponsor atrocities. 285 

For many armed groups, nudging is not an adversarial process, but a somewhat expected 

result of violence. Few combatants fight without any desire to protect a particular population, 

and community meetings, or norm transmission in general, can help to activate and inform this 

protective ideology. However, this may not always be the case. In this scenario, Kaplan 

presents evidence from past insurgencies in Colombia and the current conflict in Syria to 

demonstrate that even though armed groups may proclaim to only be swayed by strategic 

calculations, they may not be aware of how the moral judgments of outsiders shape their own 

moral codes. 286 

Ultimately, Kaplan notes that the deterioration of armed group behavior is not inevitable. 

Contra Weinstein, armed group behavior is not simply dictated by the political and economic 

dynamics in which the armed group is formed, but partially because of its interactions with 

civilians in the ecosystem ofviolence. 287 With Kaplan's framework, it becomes possible to 

begin to connect civilian actions and the development of leaders' ideologies, which as I noted in 

chapter 2, is a major theoretical gap in violence scholarship. 

284 Ibid, 5-6. 
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Civilian self-protection during identity-based mass atrocities 

Civilian self-protection during identity-based mass atrocities is a considerably more 

difficult proposition than during asymmetric mass atrocities because it is hard to envision what 

these strategies could look like. Yes, civilians could still flee their homes and prepare 

themselves for conflict by developing EWS' s and creating strong community organizations, but 

can they actually change the emergence of extremist ideologies or the psychological forces that 

lead to allow perpetrators to commit mass atrocities? This section attempts to answer this 

question from a largely theoretical point of view. Empirical accounts of civilian self-protection 

during identity-based mass atrocities barely exist, and I have not found any literature that takes 

on the question theoretically. 

In Final Solutions, Benjamin Valentino does list two strategies to fight identity-based 

mass killings, but only to demonstrate why they do not work. Teaching tolerance and promoting 

anti-genocide education do have potential benefits, but it is excessively hard to measure these 

effects, the benefits do not appear for many years, and this strategy requires enormous resources. 

Furthermore, because it only takes a few extremist leaders to direct mass killings, focusing on an 

entire society is unnecessary and there is no guarantee future perpetrators will not slip through 

the cracks or remain unswayed. Spreading democracy is another potential strategy, but 

Valentino argues that the international community does not really understand how to do it 

effectively, and democracy can increase the chances of mass killing. Democratization opens up 

opportunities for political aspirants who may or may not have extreme goals, a phenomenon 

currently occurring in Burma. 288 

Like during asymmetric mass atrocities, civilians become targets in identity-based mass 

atrocities through the piling on of fear, rumors, social myths, and violence in authoritarian and/or 

288 Valentino 2004, 236-8. 
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unstable societies. 289 In identity-based mass killings, civilians are crucial actors in determining 

the dynamics of violence even as they become targets because of their identity. For example, 

civilians when targeted by discrimination that often precedes mass killing, will likely protest 

their innocence regarding the false accusations leveled at them by future perpetrators. 290 

Perpetrators may see take these denials at face value, or simply see this as further evidence of the 

target group's duplicity. This interaction will happen many times between different individuals 

and will likely have many different outcomes. Ultimately, we may not know exactly how these 

denials influence the outcome, but CAS demonstrates that these interactions do affect the 

ecosystem of violence even if we cannot envision the direct causal relationships. Recognizing 

analytic limits on an understanding of how localized interventions affect the broader violent 

system does not discredit these strategies. Even if we can reasonably assume that efforts to 

combat the logic that makes groups targets in identity-based mass killings will be less effective 

than similar strategies in asymmetric mass atrocities, we do not have nearly enough evidence to 

make definitive judgments. 

One potential strategy is contact groups, which bring individuals from different societal 

groups together to build social bonds that eliminate prejudice. These programs have a long 

history of success. 291 While Valentino would argue that either enormous resources would be 

wasted without much success or that the limited number of contact groups would be useless 

because it would be unable to target the few perpetrators, new technology has made it possible to 

surmount these obstacles. 292 The Sentinel Project for Genocide Prevention's Hatebase tracks 

289 Leaders often manipulate these dynamics that in turn further entrench these dynamics. For a more detailed 
description of the similarities between asymmetric and identity-based mass killing, see chapter 2. 
290 One potential example is German Jews attempting to demonstrate that they were loyal Germans even after the 
Nuremburg Laws. 
291 Chirot and McCauley 2008, 196. 
292 Valentino 2004, 236-8. 
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online hate speech and could theoretically be used to identify potential perpetrators and contact 

programs could be focused on these groups. 293 

Rumors and social myths are generally a key component in mass killings, and civilians, 

whether or not they are a target of these falsehoods, can affect their circulation.294 Fact checking 

services, such as the Sentinel Project's "Una Hakika?" can be used to counter rumors which 

facilitate violence. Social myths are much harder to counter because they rely on broad histories 

as compared to rumors' fairly specific facts, but in many cases rumors themselves contribute to 

social myths. 295 

Finally, leaders who direct mass killings often have esoteric ideologies of which the 

public is unaware. 296 Because these beliefs never receive significant scrutiny, they are likely to 

persist among lower-level perpetrators and the general public. 297 "Therefore, publically 

challenging perpetrator leaders on their more extreme views, including those that demand the 

extermination of a particular group, could assist in generating the (frequently absent) public 

political will needed to remove or moderate extremist leaders."298 

Civilian interventions during identity-based mass atrocities are possible because rarely, 

and perhaps never, are conflict and violence completely merged during mass atrocities. By 

conflict, I mean nonviolent interactions, such as negotiations, or even more aggressive 

phenomenon like hate speech that do need directly lead to physical violence. In this formulation, 

violence refers to lethal attacks against members of the target group. We can imagine a spectrum 

in which, as violence worsens, conflict and violence merge together, but until that point, civilians 

293 Hirschei-Burns 2013, The Responsibility to Do What We Can, 14 and The Sentinel Project for Genocide 
Prevention 2014. 
294 Bhavnani, Findley, and Kuklinski 2009. 
295 Ibid, Hirschei-Burns 2013, The Responsibility to Do What We Can, 14, and Tuckwood 2014, How It Works. 
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have some nonviolent leverage. 299 Even during the Holocaust, German public support for the 

exterminating Jews was fairly low and instances of non-institutionalized anti-Jewish violence 

were rare, demonstrating at least a minor gap between conflict and violence. 300 

When does civilian self-protection not work? 

Civilian self-protection offers a promising new way to imagine how civilians survive 

conflict, but unfortunately it will never protect every civilian from the ravages of mass killing. 

New research, both empirical and theoretical, will likely vastly improve our understanding of 

existing civilian strategies and avenues for improvement, but no approach, or collection of 

tactics, is perfect. 301 Being realistic about the limits of nonviolent civilian self-protection can 

improve strategies and help practitioners to better understand where they should be focusing 

their efforts. 

During both asymmetric and identity-based mass atrocities, civilian self-protection works 

best through a community-wide pledge to act nonviolently. This can be particularly hard to 

achieve, and in violent context, spoilers are a real problem.302 For example, if just a few 

community members collaborate with armed groups in either type of mass killing, community's 

claims of neutrality are de-legitimated. A perhaps unfortunate consequence of the necessary 

commitment to nonviolence is that it challenges the validity of armed struggle. Especially for 

communities such as the Karen, who face persecution and have their own armed group, it may be 

difficult to convince civilians to abandon armed struggle entirely. 303 Though this is a problem, 

299 A special thanks to Dominic Castro-Wehr for helping me come up with this model. I should also note that 
violence will lot always worsen linearly, or worsen period. 
300 Valentino 2004, 24. 
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Stathis Kalyvas' research showing that during civil wars, collaboration depends almost entirely 

on physical control by a particular armed group rather than an ideology. 304 Still, for groups 

suffering identity-based mass atrocities, this task may be more difficult because perpetrator 

ideology prevents them from collaborating with the perpetrator group. 

Inexperienced soldiers present civilians with a particular set of problem for civilians. At 

the beginning of conflicts, soldiers, especially from rebel forces, may not understand the tenets 

of international humanitarian law or civilian protection. As a result, they fail to distinguish 

between civilians and soldiers (they may themselves identify as civilians) and only pursue 

civilian protection through ad-hoc measures after significant damage has already done. In their 

study of armed group behavior in the current conflict in Syria, the Center for Civilians in 

Conflict provide example of exactly these phenomena among opposition forces. 305 Finally, 

armed groups may abuse civilian simply because that is their conception of how soldiers should 

act. 306 

The escalation of violence presents increasingly difficult barriers to successful self-

protection. To envision the entrenchment of mass killing episodes, I want to use the metaphor of 

a curve on a graph. They-axis represents the intensity of violence and the x-axis represents the 

passage oftime. The two ends represent the beginning and the end of the episode respectively, 

while the bulge in the center represents the height of violence. The curve may have multiple 

peaks with varying slopes in between, or may represent a more standard bell curve with a smooth 

progression from the beginning to the climax to the end. The curve includes both preparations 

for violence (e.g. spreading hateful propaganda, stockpiling weapons, organizing perpetrator 

groups, etc.) and actual physical violence. Each conflict looks different. Some have clear 

304 Kalyvas 2006. 
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inflection points and others do not. In Rwanda, for example, the curve would have a very 

gradual slope up until April 7th, when the curve would jump steeply toward the climax. The 

Holocaust, on the other hand, would demonstrate a much slower progression toward its violent 

maxim. 

Imagining mass atrocities as curves, and thus continuous processes, problematizes the 

prevention/mitigation dichotomy implicit in understandings of nonviolent civilian agency during 

conflict. Analysts, such as Benjamin Valentino, may accept that nonviolent self-protection can 

work before mass killing episodes, but is highly skeptical oftheir utility once violence has 

begun. 307 The question then becomes, "When does a mass killing episode cease to require 

prevention and instead need mitigation?"308 Separating the two approaches make sense because 

it helps define what can be two very qualitatively different strategies and having the concept of 

prevention helps to prioritize early warning and action. However, the amount of overlap also 

means that the dichotomy is highly imperfect and ultimately, understanding violence as an 

escalatory process is essential. Over time as revenge cycles play out and conflict and violence 

merge, civilian self-protection strategies become less effective and noncombatants have a 

decreasingly important role in determining conflict outcome. Kalyvas writes that in internal 

conflicts, " ... the provision of benefits loses out gradually to the effective use of violence. "309 

However, even if we understand the limits of nonviolent action in response to violence, it is 

presumptive to say that there is a particular point in conflict after which civilians lose all agency. 

307Kaplan 2010, 47 and Valentino 2004. 
308 Therefore as violence becomes more entrenched, prevention strategies become progressively less effective, 
while relatively, mitigation strategies become more effective, even if their absolute utility also decreases. 
309 Kalyvas 2006, 114. 
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As violence escalates, the collective action problem of organizing in violent contexts is 

exacerbated. 310 Individual civilians are more scared to venture outside and have less trust in 

their neighbors, making it harder to work collectively toward community protection. The 

entrenchment of violence causes civilians to tum inwards, which is a logical but also potentially 

damaging reaction. 311 When the community organization used to promote self-protection is 

itself attacked by armed group, it becomes exceptionally difficult for the community to self-

protect collaboratively. 312 When communities cannot coordinate to defend themselves, they may 

need to find other partners to survive. Therefore, they are more likely to partner with armed 

groups for protection. However, this relationship will be more likely to necessitate giving 

denunciations, thus stoking the cycle of violence. 313 

Psychological stresses only multiply as violence entrenches. Soldiers become 

increasingly paranoid and hardened by the violence around them, making them much more prone 

to commit massacres and less willing to interact nonviolently with civilians. 314 Especially during 

asymmetric conflict, the identification problem weighs on soldiers, causing them to lash out 

against often innocent civilians.315 

Finally, ideologically inflexible groups and criminal organizations are much harder for 

civilians to protect themselves against. 316 Because these organizations have clear ideas of their 

mission and who they seek to protect, it becomes much harder for civilians on the outside to 

nudge them toward non-abusive practices. In Syria, jihadist rebels have described civilian 

casualties as God's will, and do not see it necessary to curb strategies that endanger or target 

310 Baines and Paddon 2012, 240 and Kaplan 2010, 49. 
311 Hancock and Mitchell 2007, 199. 
312 Kaplan 2010, 171 and Nordstrom 1997, 12. 
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noncombatants. 317 In Mexico, cartels function as ruthless business enterprises, and almost 

entirely lack a political ideology, but they do target many civilians who endanger their profit 

potential. 318 Consequently, many Mexican communities have turned to violent vigilante groups 

to protect themselves. 319 While Kaplan's assertion that armed actors with rigid goals make 

nonviolent civilian self-protection difficult is correct, it is also a bit of a truism. Groups attain 

hard-line ideologies and operations procedures through a history of violence, and therefore 

Kaplan is as much talking about the entrenchment of violence as the group's actual world 

view. 320 

317 Center for Civilians in Conflict 2012, 5. 
318 Kan 2012. 
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Chapter 4 -Aiding the Owners: Recommendations for 
improving civilian self-protection strategies 

Introduction 

The evidence presented in the previous chapter demonstrates that civilians are quite 

capable of nonviolent self-protection, but many are still tragically unsuccessful. The question 

then becomes: how can these strategies be improved? This chapter chooses to examine this 

prompt through the lens of outside prevention practitioners. 321 Practitioners already see 

themselves as having an important role in atrocity prevention, so the issue is how these 

interventions can be more productive. Working to improve civilian self-protection is necessary 

because as South and Harrigan et al. note, survival expertise and effective leadership is not 

evenly distributed across villages in Sudan's Nuba Mountains, and it seems highly unlikely this 

is an isolated condition. 322 Civilians also chronically suffer not from a lack of information, but 

from a lack of accurate information during violent conflict. 323 For example, in Kenya's rural 

Tana Delta, civilians often feel more informed about international and national news than the 

happenings in the village next door. Though they are heavily woven into local information 

networks, these barely extend to neighboring towns housing other ethnicities. 324 Practitioners 

can help distribute both civilian protection strategies and good, up-to-date information to 

communities in need during mass atrocities. 

This chapter argues that external nonviolent interventions, including third party 

nonviolent intervention, can be problematic within mass atrocity scenarios, and therefore 

321 I chose "outsider", and not "westerner" very deliberately; Westerners working with NGO's are probably what 
springs to mind when we think of aiding communities, but that would be a huge disservice to local staff, non
Western NGO's, and dedicated non-Western individuals working toward atrocity prevention. 
322 South and Harrigan et al. 2012, 12. 
323 Solomon 2014. 
324 Tuckwood 2014, Technology in Humanitarianism. 
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focusing on how civilians can protect themselves is a better strategy. Second, I argue that 

NGO's have a crucial role to play in promoting self-protection, and are most likely to be able to 

advance the cause in the immediate future. Finally, I propose the changes that need to occur 

before civilian self-protection becomes an institutionalized phenomenon, outlining the normative 

barriers and a model for how civilian self-protection could be vertically integrated between 

IGO's, NGO's, and communities. 

The problem with external peacemaking and peacebuilding interventions 

A range ofNGO's, from Nonviolent Peaceforce to Doctors with Borders, perform 

external interventions in mass atrocity contexts. 325 While I argue in the subsequent action that 

there are many avenues for NGO's to have positive impacts on civilians, success is not 

guaranteed. External nonviolent interventions can in fact be quite harmful. In this section, I will 

look at the general problems ofNGO action in war zones. TPNI is a specific strategy that shares 

some characteristics with other external interventions, but also has unique qualities that merit 

separate analysis. On the whole, external nonviolent interventions are ineffective as compared to 

external agencies working to aid civilian self-protection. 

In his article "Understanding Peacebuilding as Essentially Local", Cedric de Coning 

argues external peacebuilders generally fail to examine the ways in which their interventions can 

be harmful. This happens through the lens that sees peacebuilding as a necessary activity, but 

without recognizing, in de Coning's mind, that some systems are too complex to understand, and 

therefore influence positively. Many peacebuilders might agree with de Coning's up to this 

325 Nonviolent Peaceforce, 1. 
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point, but he goes on to argue that peacebuilding interventions can also do immense harm to 

target communities. 326 

Aditi Gorur offers a specific example of how this might happen during conflict. An 

external NGO may see a community being abused by combatant group A and through naming 

and shaming or TPNI, break this abusive cycle. 327 What they may not realize, however, is that 

while the community suffered under group A, the nature of the relationship limited the amount of 

violence. With the protection racket run by group A gone, the community may be exposed to a 

more violent combatant group. 328 

For Colombian communities trying to institute ZoP's, the problem was not so much that 

NGO's made harmful interventions, but that affiliating with NGO's could have consequences for 

the community's relationship with armed groups. NGO's were not perceived as neutral, 

therefore, in combatants' minds, this violated the terms of the ZoP. This perception, if flawed, is 

not uncommon in conflict zones around the world. 329 Consequently, many Colombian 

communities intentionally refrained from associating in any way with external NGO's. 33° For de 

Coning, the main problem with external intervention is that it prevents civilian resiliency from 

forming. Communities who have to survive violent conflict on their own will learn how it can be 

best done, while external interventions does not allow for that process to happen, leaving 

326 De Coning 2013, 2-4. 
327 Gorur's paper is primarily about the role of armed peacekeepers in aiding or harming civilian self-protection 
efforts, but the same logic applies to NGO's. One of Gorur's main points in her report is that peacekeepers can lull 
communities into a false sense of security, thus partially removing the social safety net self-protection strategies 
provide. Her particular point here is also a good example of the dangers of a rights-based approach, which I will 
address late in this chapter. From Gorur 2013. 
328 Ibid, 13. 
329 In Darfur, humanitarian groups were heavily identified as working with or at the very least supporting the 
rebels, which caused the government to frequently implement bureaucratic obstacles to the effective deliverance 
of aid. From Kapila 2013. 
330 Bonwick 2006, 275. 
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communities less prepared for conflict the next time it appears. 331 In the immediate aftermath of 

the catastrophic Cyclone Nargis in Burma, the authoritarian government prevented aid from 

reaching victims. While this likely caused the loss oftens ofthousands oflives, the experience 

of coordinating emergency relief strengthened Burmese civil society. 332 Though not exactly 

analogous, the traumatic experience of violent conflict affects communities in a similar way. 

Therefore, NGO's must figure out how to aid the process of civilian self-protection rather than 

taking it over. 

NGO's in conflict zones experiencing mass atrocities often suffer from a lack oflocal 

knowledge. Culturally specific strategies, like determining the affiliation of soldiers in northern 

Uganda based on the presence or absence of the smell of smoke is something outsiders are 

unlikely to recognize. Another example exists within the cultural realm: while external 

peacebuilders may see the need to solely save as many lives as possible, communities may have 

a more holistic vision that sees maintaining livelihoods, customs, and their villages as just as 

important as physical survival, "It may be helpful- even necessary- to distinguish more clearly 

between a definition of 'protection' based on international law and concepts of protection among 

affected communities. The majority of Local to Global Protection's study informants referred to 

threats to the safety and livelihoods of civilian populations (including crime) when talking about 

'protection', rather than access to rights per se."333 It should also be remembered, that these 

preferences are not simply the result of irrational, traditional local culture. Preserving 

livelihoods can be crucial in surviving post-conflict, and safe-guarding customs can be crucial in 

coping with the psychological damage caused by conflict, and external interveners may not 

331 De Coning 2013, 4. 
332 South and Harrigan et al. 2012, 9-10. 
333 Ibid, 23. 
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recognize these facts. 334 Finally, South and Harrigan et al. argue that local peacebuilders do 

indeed have considerable local knowledge and an understanding of how to protect civilians on 

the local level. However, funding constraints make it difficult to build-up the necessary long-

term protective infrastructure. 335 NGO's are ultimately beholden to their donors. 

Finally, the positionality ofNGO's damages their potential for positive impact on two 

fronts. First, Oliver Kaplan notes that it is much more difficult to change the norms of combat as 

an NGO than it is as a local community. Modem combatant groups generally have closer 

cultural bonds to the communities they attack and interact with them more often than the foreign 

aid workers in those communities. Additionally, armed groups often have fractured and 

decentralized command structures, so it becomes very difficult for NGO's to transmit norms of 

civilian protection to combatant groups. 336 Secondly, NGO's tend to view themselves as 

external to conflict systems (though this does not apply to those practicing TPNI), even ifthe last 

fifteen years has seen an increase in self-critical practices. 337 Hancock and Mitchell note, aid, for 

example, shapes the course of conflict. 338 IfNGO's see their actions as only potentially helpful, 

then they will fail to fully understand the consequences oftheir actions. NGO's are just as much 

a part of conflict systems as perpetrator groups. 

TPNI is a set of four strategies used by external interveners (almost always those who are 

clearly identifiable as outsiders) to protect civilians at risk of violence: interposition, 

observing/monitoring, protective accompaniment, and presence. Each strategy functions slightly 

differently, but the goal of each ofthem is to reduce or eliminate violence against a particular at-

334 Nordstrom 1997, 27-8. 
335 South and Harrigan et al. 2012, 3. 
336 Kaplan 2013, 1-2. 
337 De Coning 2013, 1-2. 
338 Hancock and Mitchell 2007, 182. 
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risk group. 339 As noted earlier, there is some precedent for TPNI in mass atrocity situations, 

with Nonviolent Peaceforce being a leader in this regard. However, I would argue that those 

championing TPNI in response to mass atrocities have failed to adequately grapple with the 

specific characteristics of mass killing. TPNI has proved to be exceptionally successful at 

protecting political activists from assassinations and protestors from police brutality, but we do 

not have examples of TPNI succeeding in a mass atrocity scenario. 340 There are a couple lessons 

that can be drawn here. First, the instances of successful TPNI that Mahony and Eguren 

highlight in Central America did not take place in the context of multi-sided armed conflict. 

Instead, an authoritarian government sought to assassinate largely nonviolent political 

activists. 341 In mass atrocities, however, the situation is quite different. Generally there is more 

than one armed group, and those at-risk of violence are a much broader group than a few 

political activists. 342 Therefore it is not clear how TPNI could expand its protective ability to 

entire populations in war zones. Even presence and observing/monitoring, which seek not to 

necessarily protect specific individuals, but to reduce overall violence, would likely be fairly 

ineffective in violent situations with large numbers of independent actors. As Mahony and 

Eguren note, "Accompaniment without international support is a fa<;ade with no real protective 

value." The problem then, as Kaplan notes, is that mass killings are often carried out by semi-

autonomous and non-state actors without a central command structure. 343 This makes it 

particularly difficult for IGO's and national governments to influence the behavior of perpetrator 

339 Hunter and Lakey 2003, 20. 
340 Mahony and Eguren 1997. It was not clear to me from Nonviolent Peaceforce's report on its activities in South 
Sudan that it had succeeded or failed. From Nonviolent Peaceforce. 
341 Ibid, 51-2. 
342 Before the Gulf War, the Gulf Peace Team was unable to operate effectively because it received cooperation 
from only one side even though physical violence had not yet begun. If TPNI cannot succeed in preventing 
violence before a war has even begun without the cooperation of both sides, it would surely be mostly toothless 
during a mass killing episode with multiple combatant groups. From Hunter and Lakey 2003, 21. 
343 This is partially a result of the organizationally corrosive aspects of mass killings. Perpetrator groups often 
splinter during mass atrocities. From Pearlman 2010. 
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groups, and without this outside pressure, TPNI loses its ability to halt violence. 344 Mahony and 

Eguren themselves note that TPNI is at its most effective against state forces, which presents a 

serious obstacle to TPNI' s effectiveness in combating mass atrocity violence. 345 

There are significant barriers to TPNI's effectiveness in mass killing contexts, but there 

are some avenues in which it could be effective. While I am generally quite skeptical ofthe 

effects of presence influencing perpetrators, civilian peacekeepers' presence could have a 

marginal effect on restraining abuses, particularly if these efforts receive international attention. 

Secondly, while Kaplan argues that civilian peacekeepers tend to be unaware of the social 

mechanisms that produce violence, Hancock and Mitchell write that TPNI could be effective in 

aiding ZoP's once they have been established.346 This will not always be the case, but in some 

instances, communities may desire increased international attention to deter combatants. Finally, 

just as TPNI has proven effective at protecting civilians from assassination, and they could 

conceivably play a similar role in protecting leaders oftarget groups from violence. While I do 

not believe TPNI can function effectively to directly protect civilians in perpetrators crosshairs, 

performing protective accompaniment for victim leaders could bring international attention to 

the issue, deter combatants from killing these leaders (and therefore preventing self-protective 

organization), and allow actual victims to speak for themselves in international advocacy circles. 

The second central problem with external peacemaking and peacebuilding strategies is 

that these interventions are too often unavailable to at-risk communities. We already know that 

most civilians survive without the help of outsiders, but this is more than a result of the lack of 

current attention to the capabilities of external nonviolent interveners. 347 Just like national 

344 Kaplan 2013, Nudging Armed Groups, 4. 
345 Mahony and Eguren 1997, 87. 
346 Hancock and Mitchell 2007, 87 and Kaplan 2010, 31. 
347 Meier 2007, 37. 
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governments and IGO's face significant structural barriers that prevent successful atrocity 

prevention, NGO's do not have the personnel, resources, or will to consistently work with 

communities suffering from mass atrocities. Nonviolent Peaceforce, for example, is one ofthe 

most well-developed TPNI organizations, but it has teams in only a few countries. It has also 

struggled to place teams in multiple conflict zones with varying degrees of conflict intensity. 348 

Part of this problem, which extends far beyond Nonviolent Peaceforce, is risk aversion. NGO's 

do not want to put their staff in harm's way, and casualties often initiate draw-downs. However, 

in many mass atrocity scenarios, outside interveners will face a high degree of danger, and some 

casualties are unavoidable. Of course then, the irony is that external peacemakers and 

peace builders are absent at the times communities need the most help surviving. Even if there 

are big changes in how NGO's operate in conflict zones, the problem will remain intractable. 

This is a particularly acute problem for those performing TPNI because unlike many 

other NGO's, these organizations tend to put their staff directly in harm's way. 349 Mahony and 

Eguren relay the story of three Peace Brigades International volunteers suffering a knife attack in 

Guatemala designed to intimidate them into leaving. While they did not, it did spark an internal 

debate in which leaving was not out of the question. 35° For perpetrator groups in war zones, the 

lack of sanctioning power international bodies hold over them means that killing third party 

nonviolent interveners will likely be seen as an acceptable cost to achieve their goals. The 

Guatemalan government was deterred by Peace Brigades International because of its need to 

maintain good standing in the international community, but groups like Seleka in the Central 

African Republic or the Janjaweed in Sudan face no such dilemma. Similarly, host governments 

348 Nonviolent Peaceforce 2014. 
349 Hunter and Lakey note that protective accompaniment and interposition are about establishing direct 
relationships with violent parties, which can be a fairly dangerous undertaking during mass killing. From Hunter 
and Lakey 2003, 24. 
350 Mahony and Eguren 1997, 111. 
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can fairly easily deport TPNI activists or prevent them from entering the country in the first 

place, a barrier Peace Brigades International faced in Guetamala. 351 All four TPNI strategies 

require its practitioners to be public about their activities, preventing them from escaping 

deportation if a government or governing group is so inclined. 352 Even a senior UN official like 

Mukesh Kapila suffered debilitating access problems in Sudan. 353 TPNI activists will likely 

suffer from even more extreme bureaucratic opposition. 

The scarcity of outside help for communities also proves an insurmountable barrier for 

scholars trying to imagine domestic nonviolent intervention. Many authors, from Jacques 

Semelin to Steven Baum to Ervin Staub, see mass atrocities as broadly containing three types of 

people: victims, perpetrators, and bystanders. Each author broadly argues that if bystanders 

could be activated to pursue civilian protection, many lives could be saved. 354 The basic 

problem with each of their approaches is that they offer no mechanism to stimulate the large-

scale "activation" of those who are neither targeted by mass killing or are perpetrating it. They 

also fail to present any historical examples of a domestic public preventing mass killing in the 

context of violent conflict. While there are many example of third party rescuers, the lack of 

examples of rescuers doing enough to stop mass killing or seriously alter its dynamics casts 

doubt on its effectiveness as a general strategy. Baum, Staub, and Semelin are surely right to 

note that bystanders to sometimes save victims, and this happens more in some conflicts than 

others. However, if it is not clear how this process happens or how opponents of mass killing 

can harness the latent power of bystanders, the prescription carries little weight. 

351 Ibid, 42. 
352 Hunter and Lakey 2003, 20-4. 
353 Kapila 2013. 
354 Baum 2008, 155-8, Semelin 1993, 156-7, and Staub 1999, 253. 
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The role of NGO's in aiding civilian self-protection 

Functionally, NGO's are the most likely to aid civilian self-protection efforts. They 

suffer less institutional constraints than national governments and IGO's, and are not as inhibited 

by R2P's top-down approach to civilian protection. NGO's have also demonstrated the greatest 

willingness to discuss and implement civilian self-protection strategies. 355 NGO's can be quite 

flexible and are able to fly under governments' radars in ways other governmental agencies are 

not, thus increasing the chances for operation in countries with hostile authorities. Therefore, to 

speak about the potential for outside agents to aid civilian self-protection is to speak largely of 

the role ofNGO's, even if these lessons are applicable to any external agency working with 

communities to improve their resiliency to conflict. 

Above all else, NGO's should remain pragmatic in their attempts to support civilian self-

protection. As Liam Mahony notes, NGO's have too often failed to move away from their 

traditional activities, such as human rights monitoring, even when civilians would clearly benefit 

from another approach. In conflict scenarios, NGO's should think less about how to create a 

durable solution that corresponds to international human rights norms and more about what 

communities suffering violence are most in need of. 356 In many instances, NGO's need to shift 

their approach to activities such as providing communities, rather than policymakers, with 

constant updates on troop movements. Another crucial service could be to help civilians transfer 

money, making their economic situation more secure, which in tum will make civilians more 

willing to flee from violence. 357 

355 Barrs 2010 and South and Harrigan et al. 2012 among others. 
356 Mahony 2013, 4. To be fair, civilians often are in need of the activities that NGO's fulfill in the context of mass 
atrocities. For example, ZoP's in Colombia sometimes relied on the messaging capabilities of NGO's to name and 
shame armed groups, thus reducing violence. From Kaplan 2010, 214. 
357 South and Harrigan et al. 2012, 3-21. My grandmother was born into a Jewish family in Germany in 1926. She 
escaped Germany with her family to London in 1936 because her father was a dentist. He was able to take 
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Similarly, the lens of pragmatism seeks to partially shift the orientation ofNGO's from 

one focused on morality and international law to one of providing needed services to at-risk 

communities.358 Casey Barrs, for example, notes that NGO's will often refrain from helping 

communities who cut deals with armed actors because they see the exploitation inherent in the 

relationship as immoral. However, communities often have no other choice, and would be much 

better served fn NGO's helped provide them information that they could subsequently leverage 

to receive a better deal. 359 

"Pragmatism" may be a productive framework through which to view NGO's roles in 

self-protection efforts, but it is not an evidently clear one. For example, even if an NGO is 

committed to helping save civilians at all costs, communities that violently defend themselves 

pose a problem. Asymmetric conflict is messy, and as Kalyvas notes, the lines between victim, 

collaborator, and perpetrator are often quite blurred, and so in mass atrocity scenarios, violent 

self-defense may mirror the actions of perpetrators of mass killing. 360 Therefore, while NGO's 

should seek to protect civilians, they must also be realistic about their inability to work with 

some civilian groups. NGO's should have a clear policy on the minimum level of acceptable 

behavior for civilians that take part in their programs. However, they must be careful that their 

policy is not too restrictive, because many civilians simply trying to survive live in communities 

where some neighbors will choose to respond to mass killing violently. 

advantage of a professional network of German dentists in London to facilitate his family's emigration. 
mentioned some of my thoughts on civilian self-protection to her, and when I said scholars do not seem to know 
much about who survives and who does not, she noted that in her experience, the people that survived the 
Holocaust tended to have money and have the capability to either transfer that money or find a social safety net in 
their new community (she did not differentiate between why some that stayed survived and others did not). 
Those that were poorer were no less afraid of Nazi policies, but because they were not confident they could make 
ends meet if they left Germany, they were much less likely to do so. 
358 When I say "partially", I mean that some NGO's should continue doing rights-based work, while others should 
perform tasks like disseminating up-to-date information on the development of violent conflict to local 
communities. 
359 Barrs 2010, 5. 
36° Kalyvas 2006. 
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As I mentioned above, a key niche NGO's can fill is providing accurate and up-to-date 

information to communities. NGO's generally have a greater capability to efficiently aggregate 

and circulate conflict updates than local communities. It is important to remember, however, 

that communities rarely lack information during conflict. Rather, as Daniel Solomon notes, they 

generally lack good information. Solomon sees information as an institution. By this he means 

that we can understand the largely erroneous information circulating during conflict as a weak 

institution, and NGO's can help strengthen it by providing clear lines of communication that 

disseminate accurate intelligence to at-risk communities. 361 This strengthening ofthe institution 

of information should take place through the establishment of localized conflict EWS' s. The 

systems seek to change the flow of information from current flows of information that go from 

mid-level analysts to high-level policy makers. 362 Instead, information should first reach those 

at-risk ofviolence.363 This can be achieved through various means and through fairly simple 

uses oftechnology. 364 

Just as the best localized conflict EWS' s work through existing community procedures 

for detecting and avoiding conflict, the best way to improve the self-protective capacity of 

communities is to work to improve the resiliency of existing social structures (rather than 

creating new ones). Civilians already use practically every social structure in a self-protective 

manner during conflict, and so while the nature of a community's self-protection efforts may not 

be immediately obvious to outside interveners, chances are it is happening. 365 So while it is 

unnecessary to create new social structures to counter specific threats, de Coning sees it as 

harmful. First, there is no reason the new social structure will take hold, and in the process, it is 

361 Solomon 2014. 
362 Kudzanai Dambanemuya 2013, 59. 
363 Langberg 2013. 
364 Barrs 2006. 
365 Mahony 2013, 20. 

102 



likely the protective capacity of the old social structures will be lost. Second, even if the created 

social structure is successful in countering immediate violence, it is unlikely to stay in existence 

once conflict ends and external peacemakers and peacebuilders leave. The next time the 

community experiences conflict, no social structure will have experience with conflict and the 

community will be less prepared to protect itself. 366 

The above strategies require both exceptional local knowledge and constant contact with 

at-risk communities. The geographic and cultural specificity of self-protection measures means 

promoting self-protection from afar can be difficult. Therefore, NGO's should work toward 

having small, mobile units on-the-ground that work more through horizontal networks than 

hierarchies and leave a small footprint (TPNI organizations have a history of working in this 

manner, and other NGO's should follow suit). Barrs' concept oflocally-led advanced mobile aid 

is a good framework for NGO's could imagine aiding self-protection. LLAMA teams should 

have only a few personnel and have the capability to traverse large distances quickly. 367 Team 

members should be adept at survival techniques and functioning in high-risk situations. Many 

ex-soldiers will have these skills, and Barrs argues that having at least one team member with a 

military background is a necessity. LLAMA teams can provide civilians both with limited 

material aid and information. In-person information is especially powerful because it can help to 

convince civilians ofthe urgency ofthe situation, which is especially important because 

psychological factors often prevent civilians from acting even when danger is imminent. While 

LLAMA teams may negotiate with armed actors to gain entrance to a particular area, in Barrs' 

vision, they refrain from making long-term alliances and do not identify themselves with any one 

country (team members should be of multiple nationalities). LLAMA is certainly a risky 

366 De Coning 2013, 3-4. 
367 LLAMA teams are unarmed. 
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activity, but it should be noted that militaries often encounter similar risks, and many individuals 

willing and qualified to perform LLAMA work will have earlier previously served in the military 

or as a civilian in conflict zones. 368 If many NGO's were to take up the LLAMA mantle, it 

would represent a hugely positive approach to international intervention in mass atrocities. 

Though NGO's can play a major role in aiding civilian self-protection, they must 

ultimately defer to civilians to make major decisions. NGO's are unlikely to be able to reach all 

civilians in need at all times leaving many civilians on their own. Fortunately, civilians tend to 

understand their context the best, and so even without outside help, are often well-prepared to 

make life and death decisions. NGO's however, should continue to aid this process through, in 

Barrs' words making civilians "wardens oftheir own displacement". 369 NGO's must understand 

that civilians own the process that can lead to their own survival, but that imparting knowledge 

about survival skills and up-to-date intelligence can make this journey less difficult. 

What might an institutionalized version of civilian self-protection look like? 

Nonviolent civilian self-protection, as an idea, does not really exist beyond some 

specialist academic and NGO circles, but if it is to gain traction, advocates would do well to 

think about what barriers that need to be overcome. Though these developments may never 

happen or may occur significantly differently than I predict, I see sketching out a potential 

future, even if overly ambitious, as a worthy exercise. 

If "nonviolent civilian self-protection" is to enter the lexicon of international institutions, 

significant normative groundwork is needed. While this does not sound terribly difficult 

considering the constantly changing policymaker terminology, R2P represents a major hurdle. 

368 Barrs 2004, Barrs 2006, Barrs 2010, and Hirschei-Burns 2013, The Responsibility to Do What We Can, 18. 
369 Barrs 2010, 24. While Barrs is talking explicitly about physical displacement here, we can imagine the phrase as 
also referring to the displacement from normal activities that civilians experience during conflict. 
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R2P's top-down approach to civilian protection leaves little room for conceptions of self-

protection. While the language itself of R2P is limiting, its success as a norm means that the 

international community sees civilian protection through the lens ofR2P. 37° Fortunately, the 

language of the second pillar provides a possible entry point. The first pillar states that it is the 

responsibility of national governments to protect their civilians from massive violations of 

human rights, while the second pillar reads, "The international community has a responsibility to 

encourage and assist States in fulfilling this responsibility ... " 371 If the doctrine were amended to 

simply read, " ... encourage and assist States and civilians ... " the international community would, 

in two words, be able to recognize the ability of civilians to protect themselves without 

undercutting international responsibility to respond to mass atrocities. This change would not be 

entirely without precedent. The International Commission on Intervention and State 

Sovereignty's first draft of what would become R2P included a section highlighting the agency 

of victims and indigenous civil societies. 372 It is conceivable that increased attention to 

nonviolent civilian self-protection in academic and practitioner circles could create the same 

institutional effects, but a minor change in the wording of the second pillar surely represents the 

most direct way to increase awareness of the phenomenon. 

Beyond the norm diffusion necessary to change international attitudes to civilian self-

protection, certain institutional changes also need to occur. 373 NGO's are likely to be the first 

ones to actively aid nonviolent civilian self-protection, so if governments and I GO's wish to get 

involved in this project, working closely with NGO's would be a good first step. Once 

370 Megret 2009, 575-6. Megret has two more points worth mentioning. First, he writes that anti-imperialist 
critiques of R2P tend to miss the minimization of civilian agency in conflict. Second, he argues that R2P is harmful 
because it can lull communities into a false sense of security. From Ibid, 580-6. 
371 United Nations General Assembly 2005, 30. 
372 Megret 2009, 579. 
373 My argument in this paragraph draws from Newton's plan for an integrated atrocity prevention network. From 
Newton 2010. 
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particularly IGO's get in the game of nonviolent civilian, they should work with communities 

through existing development infrastructure. This has to main advantages. First, development 

initiatives have a strong history of working directly with communities (as compared to violence 

prevention programs) and bypassing state institutions. Secondly, "development" is a much less 

of a political minefield than atrocity prevention. Bland terms like "capacity building" and 

"community resilience" can mask efforts to help civilians prepare for attacks from their own 

governments or insurgent groups. Another route can be to work through existing peacekeeping 

missions. With a bit of extra training, peacekeepers, who are already supposed to liaise with 

communities, could work with civilians to create plans for surviving conflict. Gorur argues that 

peacekeepers could accomplish this task by attending community meetings. 374 Casey Barrs 

notes that there is some precedent for these measures in Darfur undertaken by the African Union 

Mission in Sudan. 375 

Ultimately, an integrated network that ties international institutions, NGO's, and 

communities together would be ideal, but we are still a long way from this reality. In the 

meantime, helping small groups of civilians to establish or improve a protective capacity is a 

good target. Certainly more research, both theoretical and practical is needed to raise the profile 

of nonviolent civilian self-protection during mass atrocities and gather the necessary momentum 

for its institutionalization. Small-scale efforts do not necessarily require huge resources or 

sophisticated technology, and therefore many NGO's have the capability to pursue it with only 

subtle shifts in the programming and the results could still be substantial. 376 

374 Gorur 2013, 17. Gorur also argues that peacekeepers, once they have established close links to communities, 
can use them to gather intelligence. In turn, they can use this information to leverage their political power against 
armed groups abusing civilians. Hancock and Mitchell allude to a similar scenario. From Ibid, 11 and Hancock and 
Mitchell 2007, 87. 
375 Barrs 2010, 8. 
376 Hirschei-Burns 2013, The Responsibility to Do What We Can, 18. 
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Chapter 5- Between Nonviolence and Poor People's 
Politics: Finding self-protection a theoretical home 

Introduction 

Previous conceptions of nonviolent civilian self-protection during mass atrocities as well 

as my own do not fit neatly into any existing category. It is not quite "nonviolence" or "civil 

resistance" because it is carried out in a disaggregated manner without a clear political goal. 

Self-protection could be considered as an extension of everyday activities, but this would ignore 

the highly abnormal environment engendered by violent conflict. Perhaps the best analogy is a 

survival technique, but even this term is problematic because it does not capture self-protection's 

community-based character or its deeply social and political underpinnings. Therefore, is 

civilian self-protection truly a form of strategic nonviolent action, local politics, or something 

more banal? 

In fact, civilian self-protection challenges and partially redefines older conceptions of 

nonviolent resistance and civilian action during conflict. It opens up a new theoretical space that 

links various bodies oftheory. This space falls somewhere in between Kaplan's "civilian 

autonomy", Scott's "weapons ofthe weak", Bayat's "quiet encroachment on the ordinary" and 

Sharp's "civil resistance". 377 Civilian self-protection imagines civilian actions as normal, 

necessary, and apolitical from the perspective of civilians even though it is carried out in 

extraordinary circumstances with political consequences. Seeing civilian protection is this light, 

rather than simply demonstrating the inadequacy of existing categories, improves and links 

previously isolated theories. Broadly, this theoretical space questions the dichotomy between 

377 Bayat 1997, Kaplan 2010, Scott 1985, and Sharp 2012, 87. 
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intentional resistance against oppression and seemingly banal actions that people take to improve 

their lives. 

This chapter begins by looking at previous attempts by scholars to apply concepts of 

nonviolence to mass killing. In the second part of that section, I look at how the existence of 

self-protection problematizes existing definitions of "civil resistance" and "nonviolence". 

Finally, I nest civilian self-protection between the aforementioned theoretical frameworks and 

examine nonviolent civilian self protection's effect on strategic nonviolent action and informal 

politics. 

The challenge posed to nonviolent action 

Few scholars have attempted to reconcile the concepts of mass killing (usually 

"genocide") and nonviolent action. The results have been somewhat disappointing and tend to 

fall into one of two camps. The first camp discounts civilian resistance to mass killing entirely, 

seeing it ultimately as a fool's errand. 378 As this thesis has demonstrated, that view is clearly 

wrong. Civilians consistently do protect themselves nonviolently during mass atrocities, and to 

argue that nonviolence is powerless is to portray them as entirely passive victims is to fail to 

understand the escalatory dynamics of mass killing. The second camp is generally inhabited by 

scholars of nonviolence and argues that traditional nonviolent techniques, such as political and 

moral "jiu-jitsu" and third party intervention can be effective responses to mass killing. 379 The 

problem here, as I argue in Chapter 4, is that, when focusing on mass killing, there is a flawed 

focus on the power of third parties. 38° Civilians in conflict often do not have access to a third 

378 Valentino 2004. 
379 Cormier et al. 2010, Semelin 1993, Sharp 2005, and Summy 1994. 
380 This is not to say that the literature on nonviolent civil resistance is itself too heavily reliant on the power of 
third parties. 
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party with the potential to stop mass killing. Even when civilians do have this access, they may 

not have the time or organizational capacity to perform political or moral "jiu-jitsu". 

Promoting the strategies that work during nonviolent civil resistance during mass 

atrocity scenarios underestimates the destructive potential of violence. 381 Sharp and 

poststructuralists are clearly right that power is relational. 382 Foucault, for example, writes that 

power is never" .. .localized here nor there, never in anybody's hands."383 However, 

underestimating the often higher power potential of violent organizations, especially in violent 

contexts, is a mistake. 384 In mass atrocity scenarios, civilians are forced to work in the margins 

of perpetrators' power, and attempts to form a broader movement may face brutal repression that 

decimates existing organizational ability. 385 Mass atrocity perpetrators both generally have a 

higher capacity to kill large number of civilians and the willingness to do so than authoritarian 

opponents of nonviolent campaigns. And as violence increases, it is much more difficult for 

civilians to organize because of the threat of massive violence in response to minor actions. 

Engaging directly with perpetrators can be suicidal. In this context, it is simply much easier for 

armed actors to exert power through mutual relationships than it is for civilians. Even though 

nonviolent, widespread, and organized power leveraging is a strategy that can work against 

brutal opponents, it is not the answer everywhere. 386 

Though many scholarly definitions of nonviolence and civil resistance leave some space 

to accommodate civilian self-protection, they also contain their problems. But before getting 

381 Even nonviolent movements suffer from violent repression. Chenoweth and Stephan argue that violent 
repression makes the likelihood of a campaign's success thirty-five percent less likely. Nonviolent campaigns do 
stand up to violent resistance better than violent campaigns, however. From Chenoweth and Stephan 2011, 68. 
382 Sharp 1973, Sharp 2005. 
383 Foucault 1972, 98. 
384 Bayat 1997, 164. 
385 Kaplan 2010, 171. 
386 Chenoweth and Stephan 2011, 68-9 and Summy 1994. 
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into the weeds of various definitions, I want to outline the variation of these definitions. While 

Gene Sharp defines "nonviolence" as, "abstention from violence because of a moral or religious 

principle," his subsequent references to nonviolent action and civil resistance are couched in 

strategic rather than moral terms. In Waging Nonviolent Struggle, Sharp argues that 

nonviolence, and particularly successful nonviolent action, is neither passive nor unorganized. 387 

Kurt Schock chooses to focus specifically on what he terms "unarmed insurrections", 

which he defines as, " ... organized popular challenges to government authority that depend 

primarily on methods of nonviolent action rather than on armed methods ... That is civilians, 

rather than being relegated to the position of providing support for an armed vanguard, are the 

main actors in the struggle."388 For Schock, nonviolence is an entirely pragmatic undertaking. 

He goes on to write that nonviolent action is undertaken in the pursuit of shared political or 

social goals, and that, "Nonviolent action .. .is not the avoidance of conflict, and it is not passive 

resistance. "389 

Ackerman and Duvall, in A Force More Powerful, argue that, "Contrary to cynical belief, 

the history of nonviolent action is not a succession of desperate idealists, occasional martyrs, and 

a few charismatic emancipators. The real story is about common citizens who are drawn into 

great causes, which are built from the ground up. "390 Though this could be seen as push back to 

Sharp's assertion that nonviolence is an organized phenomenon, Ackerman and Duvall are 

focusing more heavily on the horizontal aspects of strategic nonviolent action rather than 

presenting an alternate theory. Finally, Chenoweth and Stephan, in their landmark study Why 

387 Sharp 2005, 41. 
388 Schock 2005, xvi. 
389 Ibid, 6. 
390 Ackerman and Duvall 2000, 9. 
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Civil Resistance Works, posit that in terms of nonviolent struggle, "resistance" implies efforts 

that are both confrontational and noninstitutional. 

Combined, these definitions provide a very complete picture of nonviolent civil 

resistance, but cannot fully accommodate civilian self-protection despite describing phenomena 

that share many similarities. This leads to a chain of problems. First off, the above definitions 

of strategic nonviolent action emphasize its organized, political, and confrontational aspects. In 

other words, nonviolent resistance is seen as the realm of committed activists and those that 

follow their lead. However, there are cracks evident in these same definitions. Schock notes that 

"everyday acts of resistance" play a role in nonviolent campaigns, while Ackerman and Duvall 

go out of their way to praise the ordinariness of nonviolent protesters. 391 If this is so, it breaks 

down some ofthe barriers between nonviolent action and civilian self-protection. Just like 

nonviolent social movements, civilians during mass atrocities seek to protect themselves from 

political systems that would enact physical or structural violence upon them. They may or may 

not be activists, and may or may not see their actions in a political light. The considerations 

taken into account for civilian self-protection will likely range widely, but when observed 

collectively, it could be said that self-protection efforts form a movement, even if individual 

civilians do not see themselves as part such a movement. 392 Dividing nonviolent action from 

civilian self-protection solely because of the intentional, political objectives ofthe movement 

takes away agency from civilians in conflict who attempt to change their environment as best 

they can despite facing the severe threat of retaliatory violence. The basics of the strategies are 

the same even if the contexts are different. 

391 Ibid, 9 and Schock 2005, 14. 
392 There is not enough empirical evidence to say with confidence how civilians universally view self-protective 
efforts, but from the little evidence we do have we can speculate that civilians rarely see themselves as part of a 
broader movement, even if their actions have an effect beyond their immediate communities. From Hirschei
Burns 2014. 
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Schock's definition of unarmed insurrections (which is not qualitatively different than 

strategic nonviolent action) stresses that civilians, rather than armed combatants, are the main 

actors in these conflicts. This presents another similarity between civilian self-protection and 

strategic nonviolent action that questions their theoretical separation. Scholarship like Kalyvas' 

demonstrates that even in intense armed conflict, civilians are the central actors. 393 If this is the 

case, then self-protection is an unarmed insurrection, albeit with a different spurring motivation. 

An obvious criticism of this argument is that I am simply wrong in seeing blurred lines of 

intentionality in both nonviolent action campaigns and civilian self-protection strategies. In this 

critique, nonviolent actions are in fact carried out very methodically with a political end goal in 

mind, while civilian self-protection is a reactive strategy without any wider ambitions. This 

critique is not entirely wrong, but it ignores the respective contexts and the aggregated nature of 

nonviolent action and civilian self-protection. Nonviolent campaigns are made up of a range of 

actions, and Schock opens the door to a panoply of motivations for getting involved with a 

movement and determining its ultimate goals by allowing for "everyday acts of resistance". 

Sharp's attempt initially to define nonviolent action was an attempt to push back against 

the prevailing view that nonviolence was incapable of initiating substantial social or political 

change, and while this was necessary at the time, subsequent analyses have probably overstated 

the coherence of nonviolent civil resistance campaigns. It is much easier to define a movement 

and its goal after that goal has been achieved, but this does not do justice to the range of desired 

goals. This argument can also be conveyed through complexity theory. It is exceptionally 

difficult to imagine why each protestor joins a movement and how their views evolve over time, 

and therefore it becomes expedient to define movements by their leaders and/or their 

393 Kalyvas 2006. 
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accomplished goal. 394 Even if it is necessary to analyze movements in such a way, we cannot 

forget their complexity. 

Self-protection functions in a similar way. In a mass atrocity ecosystem, thousands of 

civilians are making choices aimed at aiding their own survival and perhaps the survival of kin 

and close friends. These choices can in fact be quite influential on the mass atrocity ecosystem. 

Hancock and Mitchell, for example, write that the normative effect of several ZoP's can be 

enough to bring armed actors to the negotiating table. 395 Perhaps each ZoP was formed with a 

narrow goal in mind, but the effects become wider than anyone expected. 396 This then makes the 

divide between civilian self-protection and nonviolent action appear difficult to define. We think 

of nonviolent action as enacting itself primarily through campaigns because there are fewer 

barriers to organization compared with a mass atrocity system. In environments where the threat 

oflethal violence is higher or more immediate, civilians have less opportunity to think about and 

respond to the large-scale impacts oftheir actions or identify as part of a larger whole. However, 

civilians, perhaps unknowingly, often do work to build collective power in mass atrocity 

systems, but are often unable to achieve it. Simply, civilians in war zones may have the same 

goals in mind as opponents of oppressive governments, but they do have the ability to actualize 

them in the same way. Nevertheless, we must not discount that these disparate, everyday 

attempts at self-protection have an impact, even if the limitations of human understanding of 

complex systems makes it difficult to know the exact successes of civilian self-protection. 

394 Pearlman argues that in armed struggle, the leaders and goals of armed groups rarely remain constant. Despite 
a lack of evidence, it seems likely that this would be even more true in nonviolent campaigns, which often lack the 
military-style hierarchy of armed groups. From Pearlman 2011. 
395 Hancock and Mitchell 2007, 196. 
396 Nordstrom 1997, 220. 
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A framework for civilian self-protection 

Before proposing a theoretical framework for nonviolent civilian self-protection during 

mass atrocities, I want to outline two authors whose work I have not yet covered, James Scott 

and Asef Bayat. Once I am done with that, I will incorporate Bayat and Scott with Kaplan, 

Kalyvas, and some scholars of nonviolence to nestle civilian self-protection between different 

bodies of theory. 

James Scott's Weapons of the Weak examines how various subaltern groups quietly resist 

their domination. 397 His basic thesis is that leaders rarely represent subordinate groups, even in 

democracies, and therefore these groups engage in passive resistance because it is the least likely 

to provoke a violent response. 398 Scott argues that this resistance is wide-spread, but that 

academia is not well set-up to catalog its iterations because its existence is often not obvious and 

it is not performed by the intelligentsia.399 For Scott, the oppressed are entirely cognizant of 

their oppression, and while they wait for moments to radically improve their position, they 

generally seek to create the appearance of cooperation while quietly undermining oppressive 

systems. 

AsefBayat's Street Politics looks at poor people's movements in Iran, and while he 

builds on Scott, he also challenges him on numerous points. 400 Bayat presents a theory of 

"informal politics", or in other words, what prompts poor people to try and change their lives and 

what form these efforts take. 401 While he agrees with Scott that the poor are not passive victims, 

he thinks Scott is wrong to see their actions as primarily reactive. Bayat argues that in fact, poor 

397 Scott 1985. 
398 Ibid, 29-33. 
399 Ibid, 36. 
400 Bayat 1997. 
401 Ibid, 1. 
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people often go on the offensive to improve their lives, but not through Scott's rational choice 

framework; their motivations are far more complex. 

Broadly, Bayat pushes back against the idea that revolutions and other prominent 

political moments are the primary loci of change, especially for subaltern groups. He situates 

political change as principally occurring on the local level, arguing however that these processes 

may not be described as political by those experiencing them. He calls these processes the "quiet 

encroachment on the ordinary". 402 This involves things like squatting and connecting illegally to 

power lines. According to Bayat, poor people take advantage of three opportunities, crisis, 

bribing, and invisibility, to help achieve their aims. 403 While these efforts can have huge impacts 

on their lives, collaboration usually does not extend beyond kin networks, which can have 

limiting effects on success. All of this occurs, for Bayat, because while poor people desire some 

of the benefits of modernity, they also seek to avoid the interference in their lives that modem 

states incur. 

However, when the state either cracks down or steadfastly refuses to provide a basic 

service, poor people do tend to organize and engage with formal politics. This happens, per 

Bayat, through the activation of"passive networks" which are associations formed by identity 

and proximity, but only in extraordinary circumstances do they become activated. Bayat gives 

the example of street vendors. They may see each other every day but are unlikely to know each 

others' names. Though if a police crackdown occurs, they will likely work together to protect 

their business ventures. 404 

402 Ibid, 5-8. 
403 By crisis, Bayat means that times of upheaval distract focus from the likely illegal measures poor people take to 
improve their lives. From Ibid, 14. 
404 Bayat 1997, 7-163. 
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Bayat's theory of poor people's informal politics is important because it mirrors the 

evidence we have about how civilians deal with mass atrocities. Civilians are both reactive and 

offensive in their self-protective measures, but generally seek to avoid the attention brought on 

by large movements. The aggregation of small-scale actions by civilians, even if ostensibly 

unrelated, has an important role in determining the course of conflict. As in informal politics, 

civilians in conflict zones use existing small-scale social networks and activate new ones to 

achieve their goals, and their efforts are unlikely to extend much beyond them. Finally, and 

perhaps most important, the local is the site of the most crucial developments for civilians in 

conflict zones. 405 

Bayat's assertion that repression causes organization is an intriguing proposition for 

civilian self-protection research, but there is not enough evidence to conclude one way or the 

other. It is imaginable that just like in urban Tehran, civilians are more likely to activate passive 

networks to provide social structures with protective capabilities in the way Mahony 

describes. 406 However, it is also conceivable that violent repression has the exact opposite 

effect, causing civilians to tum inward. 

Bayat is not the only scholar to argue that civilians overwhelmingly desire autonomy 

from the controlling influences of governing institutions. Kaplan, Scott, and Kalyvas all argue 

that civilians, especially non-elites, are driven not by political ideology, but rather the pursuit of 

being left alone to live their normal lives. 407 Kalyvas' evidence on the propensity of civilians to 

switch sides during civil wars is particularly interesting in this regard and likely points to larger 

patterns of civilian behavior in conflict. 408 However, it is Bayat and Kaplan that do the best job 

405 Kalyvas 2006. 
406 Mahony 2013, 20. 
407 Kaplan 2010, Kalyvas 2006, and Scott 1985. 
408 Kalyvas 2006, 12. 

116 



ofunderlining the complex set of motivations that drive the pursuit of autonomy. These two 

offer the most useful framework for understanding this phenomenon during mass atrocities by 

focusing on civilians as actors much more beholden to the improvement of their lives than grand 

ideologies. 

Ultimately, it is the nonviolence literature that provides the best avenue for developing 

civilian self-protection in the future. The mechanics of nonviolent action and civilian self

protection are quite similar, and therefore if nonviolence scholars take a step back and apply 

theories of nonviolent power and organization to scenarios of mass violence, we may gain a 

better understanding of the mechanics of self-protection and directions for future development. 

It is true that Bayat's theory of informal politics bears the closest resemblance to what we know 

about civilian self-protection, but it seems much less likely that the study of the politics of 

poverty will translate itself to violent politics and by extension, its nonviolent alternatives. 

Nonviolence scholars could learn a great deal from engaging with works like Bayat's Street 

Politics and Gaventa's Power and Powerlessness to fully form a model of nonviolent action and 

resistance that can account for the complexity and disaggregation of nonviolent movements. If 

this were to happen, the studies of informal politics and nonviolence would benefit and scholars 

would recognize civilian self-protection's theoretical home. 
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Conclusion 

This thesis' contribution 

This thesis has argued that civilians are active agents in conflict zones and that nonviolent 

tactics can indeed save noncombatants from mass atrocities. My first chapter presents a picture 

of the structural barriers in the international system to mass killing prediction, prevention and 

mitigation. In lieu of another realistic option, civilian self-protection is the most promising 

avenue to save lives during mass atrocities. Next, I assert that mass atrocities are elite-driven 

events that are rarely ideological for rank and file perpetrators and occur during times of social 

upheaval and violent conflict. My third chapter focuses on the mechanics of civilian self

protection and argues that civilians protect themselves through small-scale social networks that 

take on protective functions during conflict, but use different strategies depending on the type of 

violence they face. The logic of self-protection, however, is similar in asymmetric and identity

based mass killings. My fourth chapter makes the case that it is possible to improve self

protection strategies by providing civilians with information and certain services they are likely 

to lack, even if civilians are ultimately the owners oftheir own survival. Finally, my fifth 

chapter seeks to find civilian self-protection a theoretical home. I argue that it shares many 

similarities with informal politics and nonviolent action, but it has the greatest potential to create 

its own theoretical space within nonviolence scholarship. 

In this thesis, I aim to take an important first step in outlining and establishing civilian 

self-protection as an important social and strategic phenomenon in situations of mass killing. 

My thesis is the first work to identify why civilian self-protection is necessary in the context of 

international response, and then describe specific strategies conditional on types of mass 
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killing.409 It is also the first to look at the links between self-protection and informal 

politics/nonviolent action. Finally, this thesis also represents the first attempt to situate civilian 

self-protection theoretically. 

I anticipate three major criticisms of my thesis. Allow me to briefly respond to them. 

The first is that I am too sweeping in my portrayal of mass killings as only ideological among 

leaders. What about fanatical local commanders, one might argue. In response, I would say that 

taking the ideology oflower-level perpetrators at face value might be a mistake. The escalatory 

process of mass killing is led along primarily by an exclusive leadership, so their fanaticism may 

be the effect, and not the cause of mass killing. Secondly, I do not intend to imply that only a 

tiny elite are ideological. Leadership structures can vary in size and perpetrators across the 

spectrum can have ideological reasons for joining, but for the most part leaders are far more 

ideologically committed to the cause than non-leaders. My intent was to describe a general 

trend, not an all-encompassing framework. 

Second, I imagine some readers will see civilian self-protection as an organic process that 

is too common, banal, and reactive to necessitate distinguishing it as a concept. However, I think 

this viewpoint is quite flawed. Self-protection knowledge, while often fairly simple, does not 

seem to be distributed evenly across communities, and so outsiders could play a crucial role in 

filling in these gaps. 410 Humanitarian and development work is generally designed to fix local 

problems, and therefore this infrastructure could be used to quietly improve the protective 

capacity of at-risk communities. 

409 My 2013 paper for the Sentinel Project does examine different civilian self-protection strategies in light of 
different types of mass atrocities, but it does not outline the structural barriers to effective atrocity prevention and 
mitigation. From Hirschei-Burns 2013, The Responsibility to Do What We Can. 
410Nordstrom 1997, 15 and South and Harrigan et al. 2012, 12. 
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Finally, I imagine some will find that I am too harsh on the prospects of TPNI as a way to 

protect civilians from mass killing. It could be argued that we simply do not have enough 

examples of TPNis cases to make a definitive judgment. However, while TPNI is a fairly well-

documented phenomenon, we do not have examples of the strategy protecting average civilians 

in a mass atrocity context. 411 On the other hand, despite little empirical evidence, there are 

significant signals ofthe protective potential of nonviolent civilian self-protection.TPNI This 

makes me very skeptical that TPNI is a productive strategy to pursue. There are just not enough 

people willing to make plant themselves on the ground of mass killing scenarios, and since it is 

theoretically unclear ifthey could prevent violence anyway, focusing on the self-protective 

abilities of civilians is more appropriate. 412 

Self-protection's normative future 

Civilian self-protection is just taking its baby steps as a field of study, and hopefully the 

literature on the topic will continue to grow. I think a question we should be asking ourselves is 

not just what research we'd like to see (though I do that in the following section), but what 

impact we want research on civilian self-protection to have. How can work on civilian self-

protection improve the experiences of civilians in conflict? I have outlined many of the top-

down ways in which this can happen, but it is also worth thinking about the bottom-up, or in 

other words, civilian-led, strategies that can change civilian self-protection. Research on self-

protection will first enter mainstream humanitarian and atrocity prevention discourse, which 

could in turn lead to civilians becoming more aware of self-protection as an existing 

411 Mahony and Eguren 1997. 
412 Certainly TPNI has had historical successes in protecting distinct targeted groups from political killings, but as 
stated earlier, I have not seen any examples of their protective effect for general populations in mass atrocity 
scenarios. 
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phenomenon. This knowledge, which from the evidence we have, is likely not present in the 

minds of civilians in conflict zones.413 

Right now, the best strategies for civilian self-protection are generally about bare 

survival, rather than self-protective actions' effects on broader systems. 414 Presumably, an 

increased understanding of self-protection's ubiquity and its relative effectiveness will cause 

civilians and outsiders to alter their approaches to survival. For example, with increased 

knowledge about early warning systems, civilians might build sophisticated inter-communal 

systems without outside help. These systems will allow them to pay more attention to activities 

beyond physical survival, like ensuring the preservation of economic livelihoods. Another 

possible effect is that self-protection knowledge will cause civilians to become more aware of 

how they actions influence the broader conflict system, they may act in ways that not only 

protect themselves and their small community, but others that they may not even know. 415 For 

example, it is conceivable that civilians when fleeing, could seek to bring friends fighting as 

combatants with them to prevent the escalation of violence. The development of this dynamic 

may be aided by the percolation of strategic nonviolent action into civilian self-protection. As 

civilians become more secure through their self-protective strategy, they may begin to use 

nonviolent civil resistance tactics to attempt and organize with others to change the course of 

mass atrocities. As I argue in chapter 5, repression prevents organization, and so the better 

civilians become at protecting themselves, the wider the margins civilians have to work in 

413 Gorur 2013, 4. 
414 Barrs 2010. 
415 Hirschei-Burns 2014. 
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become. I would argue that we are not anywhere close to this becoming a widespread reality, 

but I do not this prospective future can be discounted. 416 

Avenues for further research 

Despite an unprecedented amount of attention on international violence against civilians 

in the last twenty years, there has been shockingly little attention on arguably the most important 

issue: what civilians do to actually survive violent conflict. However, it seems highly likely that 

NGO's, IGO's, and government agencies actually do have data on this phenomenon, but are not 

collecting or aggregating it in any systematic way. Until civilian self-protection becomes a 

distinct concept that scholars and practitioners are seeking out, this is unlikely to change. 

The field of civilian self-protection is so new that there are numerous sub-fields that need 

considerable attention. First off, the field is missing a book-length empirical study of self-

protection. An ethnography of mass killing, and specifically how civilians react to violence or 

the interactions between perpetrators and noncombatants, would be massively beneficial. This 

would be difficult because ofthe danger to the researcher, but important research could be 

undertaken through retrospective interviews. 417 Second, a further focus on the theoretical aspect 

of why civilian self-protection does and does not work, why strategies are and are not chosen, 

and the relationship between the two would be very useful. Third, the biggest hole in theorizing 

self-protection comes in response to identity-based mass killing. While I attempt to note the 

similarities between the logic of asymmetric and identity-based mass killing, there is surely more 

416 One problem with this argument is that the way civilians have survived conflict probably does not differ much 
from ancient Greece to today, and I am putting far too much faith in the power of globalized humanitarian 
discourse. 
417 Nordstrom's A Different Kind of War Story and Hoffman's The War Machines are both good ethnographies of 
violent conflict, but neither focuses specifically on civilian self-protection. From Hoffman 2011 and Nordstrom 
1997. 
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work to be done. It is currently largely a mystery how those targeted because oftheir identity 

can fight the dynamic that facilitates violence against them. Both empirical and theoretical work 

is then needed to flesh out these possibilities. Finally, an attempt to further envision how the 

concept of nonviolent civilian self-protection might diffuse into governmental and NGO 

networks could prove quite fruitful. Ultimately, civilian self-protection provides the most 

exciting line of study in mass atrocity scholarship. 
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