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"Draining the Sea": Mass Killing 
and Guerrilla Warfare 

Benjamin Valentino, Paul Huth, and 
Dylan Balch-Lindsay 

Abstract Why do some wars result in the intentional killing of large numbers of 
civilians? In this article we examine the incidence of mass killing in all wars from 
1945 to 2000. In the statistical analysis of our data set of 147 wars, we find strong 
evidence supporting our hypothesis that mass killing is often a calculated military 
strategy used by regimes attempting to defeat major guerrilla insurgencies. Unlike 
conventional military forces, guerrilla armies often rely directly on the local civilian 
population for logistical support. Because guerrilla forces are difficult to defeat di- 
rectly, governments facing major guerrilla insurgencies have strong incentives to tar- 
get the guerrillas' civilian base of support. We find that mass killing is significantly 
more likely during guerrilla wars than during other kinds of wars. In addition, we 
find that the likelihood of mass killing among guerrilla conflicts is greatly increased 
when the guerrillas receive high levels of active support from the local population or 
when the insurgency poses a major military threat to the regime. 

There is an African saying that describes the plight of civilians during times of 
war: "When elephants fight, the grass suffers." Indeed, the killing of civilians is a 
common consequence of armed conflict. We estimate that between thirteen and 
twenty-six million civilians have died in civil, international, and colonial wars since 
1945.1 All too frequently, however, civilian deaths during war are not merely "col- 
lateral damage," as the African proverb might suggest. In this article we argue 
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1. Ruth Leger Sivard estimates at least 7,552,000 civilian war-related deaths in a partial review of 
conflicts from 1945-92. Sivard 1989, 21. 
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376 International Organization 

that far from the unintended but inevitable side effects of combat, the killing of 
civilians in times of war is often part of a deliberate policy of mass killing against 
noncombatant populations. 

Not all armed conflicts, however, result in the intentional killing of civilians on 
a massive scale. Civilians are killed in virtually all wars, but they suffer much more 
in some conflicts than in others. Two wars fought between Eritrea and Ethiopia pro- 
vide powerful examples of this distinction. The first war, in which Eritrean rebels 
fought for independence from Ethiopia, reached its peak violence in the mid-1980s. 
Tens of thousands of soldiers on both sides perished, along with hundreds of thou- 
sands of Eritrean civilians. Many of these civilians were killed as a result of the 
Ethiopian government's intentional policy of starvation targeted against the Eri- 
trean population.2 Following the independence of Eritrea in 1991, a second war 
erupted between Eritrea and Ethiopia in 1998 over the newly established border. 
Once again, the fighting was extremely bloody. As many as 100,000 soldiers may 
have been killed in less than three years of conflict. In this war, however, civilians 
were generally spared. Less than a few hundred were killed on both sides.3 

What explains the stark differences between these conflicts? Why do some wars 
escalate to the massive, intentional killing of civilian populations? The existing 
theoretical literature offers few answers. As Stathis Kalyvas has observed, schol- 
arly writing on war and rebellion has generally neglected violence against civil- 
ians or simply assumed that this kind of violence is irrational, driven by sadism or 
the frenzy of battle.4 Scholars of war have devoted a great deal of effort to under- 
standing the causes of conflict, but little systematic research has been conducted 
on its consequences, especially for civilian populations. A smaller body of schol- 
arship on genocide and related atrocities, on the other hand, has focused more 
directly on intentional violence against civilians. We believe it is possible to de- 
rive at least two testable hypotheses from this scholarship that pertain to the kill- 
ing of civilians during war. First, mass killing during war may be driven by ethnic 
hatred and discrimination between combatant groups. Second, mass killing during 
war may be associated with nondemocratic regimes. 

These explanations have intuitive appeal, but we argue that neither is adequate 
to explain the variation in the intentional killing of civilians during war. We present 
an alternative theory, focusing on the strategic incentives for targeting civilians 
created by certain forms of combat. We argue that the intentional killing of civil- 
ians during war is often a calculated military strategy designed to combat power- 
ful guerrilla insurgencies. Directly defeating a large, well-organized guerrilla army 
can be extremely difficult, because guerrilla forces themselves almost always seek 
to avoid decisive engagements with opposing forces, opting instead to wage a pro- 

2. See De Waal 1991; and Kaplan 1988. 
3. See "Playing By the Rules: From an Old Fashioned War, a Very Modern Calamity," New 

York Times Week in Review, 4 June 2000, 5; and "Awful War, Real Peace: The Model of Eritrea," 
New York Times, 6 April 2001, A3. 

4. Kalyvas 1999. 
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Mass Killing and Guerrilla Warfare 377 

tracted campaign of hit-and-run attacks. As a result, counterinsurgent forces often 
choose to target the guerrillas' base of support in the population. This kind of 
counterinsurgency strategy can lead to the intentional killing of massive numbers 
of civilians. 

From this perspective, therefore, one of the primary reasons for the differing 
fate of civilians during the two conflicts between Eritrea and Ethiopia is that the 
Eritrean rebels fought the first war against Ethiopia using mass-based guerrilla 
tactics, while the second war was waged between two armies with conventional 
tactics and weapons along well-defined front lines. 

Despite the incentives for targeting civilians during counterinsurgency warfare, 
it is important to recognize that most guerrilla wars never escalate to mass killing. 
We argue that mass killing in guerrilla warfare usually emerges out of frustration 
with conventional tactics in an effort to stave off defeat. When insurgent groups 
lack popular support or do not pose a serious military threat to the regime, states 
usually manage to keep insurgencies in check without targeting civilians in large 
numbers. When regimes face powerful, mass-based guerrilla insurgencies, how- 
ever, policies of policing and limited targeting of civilians are unlikely to be ef- 
fective. Mass killing can then become an attractive strategy regardless of the 
character of ethnic relations between the combatants or the democratic nature of 
the regime. 

The remainder of this article is divided into seven sections. In the first section 
we define the term "mass killing." In the second section we discuss hypotheses on 
mass killing during war derived from the literature on genocide and related atroc- 
ities. The third section presents our theoretical argument regarding the causal re- 
lationship between guerrilla warfare and mass killing. In the fourth section we 
discuss the measurement of our variables and describe our research design for 
testing hypotheses. The fifth section reports the results of our statistical analyses. 
The sixth section illustrates these results with several examples from the history 
of guerrilla warfare. In the concluding section we discuss some implications of 
our findings and directions for future research. 

Mass Killing 

In this article we seek to explain the causes of the intentional killing of large num- 
bers of civilians during war. We do not attempt to account for the overall level of 
civilian fatalities during war, because civilians are unintentionally killed in nearly 
all conflicts and because it is the intentional killing of large numbers of unarmed 
people that most offends our moral sensibilities.5 Mass killing is defined as the 

5. Nevertheless, based on the data we have collected on civilian fatalities during wars since 1945, 
we find very few conflicts in which very large numbers of civilian losses were not attributable to 
intentional policies of mass killing. 
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378 International Organization 

intentional killing of a massive number of noncombatants.6 Victims of mass kill- 

ing may be members of any kind of group (ethnic, political, religious, and so on) 
as long as they are noncombatants and as long as their deaths were caused inten- 

tionally. We limit our analysis of mass killings to those carried out by national 

governments because, for reasons described below, states have been responsible 
for the great majority of this kind of violence since 1945. Although mass killing 
can occur in times of peace as well as war, in this article we only seek to explain 
mass killings that occur during wars. These episodes represent thirty out of forty- 
two state-sponsored mass killings since 1945.7 

A "massive number" is defined as at least 50,000 intentional deaths over the 
course of five years or less. Adopting this specific numerical criterion for mass 

killing is to some extent arbitrary, but the relatively high threshold we have 
selected helps establish a greater degree of confidence that massive violence 
has occurred despite the often poor quality of the data available on civilian 
fatalities. 

Two additional aspects of this definition require further elaboration. First, mass 

killing focuses on "intentional killing" in order to distinguish acts of mass killing 
from accidental deaths including those unintentionally caused by the spread of 

disease, the destruction of infrastructure, or by the interposition of civilian popu- 
lations between armies during war. This definition includes not only "direct" kill- 

ings such as executions and massacres, but also deaths caused in more indirect 

ways when perpetrators deliberately create conditions expected to cause wide- 

spread death among civilians. 
Deaths are considered intentional only if the affected civilian population is the 

direct object of a policy that results in widespread death. Thus, civilians killed by 
aerial bombardment would be considered victims of mass killing only if their at- 
tackers intentionally aimed to kill civilians as part of an effort to coerce survivors 
to surrender. If the civilians were killed as the attackers attempted to destroy nearby 
military forces or infrastructure, however, these deaths are considered uninten- 
tional even though civilian casualties might have been expected by the attacker. 
Of course, distinguishing the causes of death during wars is difficult in practice. 
We have not attempted, therefore, to account for the causes of civilian death on a 
microlevel. Rather, for each war, we have sought to identify major patterns of 
violence and descriptions of combatant motivations. Combined with estimates of 
the overall civilian fatalities during the war, we made the determination of whether 
a mass killing occurred. 

The second aspect of the definition of mass killing that must be clarified is the 
term "noncombatant." A noncombatant is defined as any unarmed person who is 
not a member of a professional or guerrilla military group and who does not ac- 

tively participate in hostilities by intending to cause physical harm to enemy per- 

6. This definition was first proposed by Valentino 2000. 
7. For a complete list of mass killings in the twentieth century, see Valentino 2004. 
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sonnel or property.8 It should be noted that simply associating with combatants, 
providing food or other nonlethal military supplies to them, or participating in 
nonviolent political activities in support of armed forces does not convert a non- 
combatant to a combatant. Because these activities pose no immediate threat of 
physical harm to combatants, those engaged in such activities deserve protection 
from killing-although they may be subject to judicial punishments. This distinc- 
tion is of vital importance, for when it is disregarded, entire enemy populations 
can easily come to be considered combatants. 

Hypotheses on Mass Killing from the Existing 
Literature 

The theoretical and empirical literatures on war offer few hypotheses or findings 
that explain why mass killing occurs during some conflicts but not in others. Most 
social science research on war has focused on questions relating to its causes, or, 
more rarely, to its outcomes defined in terms of victory or defeat. The widely used 
quantitative data set on wars produced by the Correlates of War (COW) Project, 
for example, defines and identifies interstate and civil wars by the level of military 
fatalities suffered by the armed forces of the combatants, without regard to the 
severity of the war for civilians. No distinction is drawn between wars that pro- 
duce a few thousand combat deaths and major conflagrations that result in hun- 
dreds of thousands or even millions of civilian fatalities. 

In contrast, scholars of genocide and related atrocities have focused more di- 
rectly on violence against civilians. Unfortunately, adopting hypotheses from these 
literatures to explain mass killing during war is complicated by important qualita- 
tive differences between the two phenomena. There are at least two significant 
distinctions between mass killing as defined above and most conceptualizations of 
genocide. First, scholars of genocide generally reject definitions based on absolute 
death tolls, focusing instead on the intent or attempt of perpetrators to destroy 
specific groups, in whole or in substantial part.9 Thus, Barbara Harff defines geno- 
cide (and "politicide," a related form of violence directed against politically de- 
fined groups) as "the promotion, execution, and/or implied consent of sustained 
policies by governing elites or their agents-or in the case of civil war, either of 

8. This definition is generally consistent with the definition of "civilian" adopted by the two 1977 
additional Protocols of the Geneva Convention. See Bothe, Partsch, and Solf 1982, 274-318. 

9. This formulation follows the United Nations Genocide Convention, although many scholars take 
issue with other aspects of the Convention, including its limitation of genocide to attacks on "national, 
ethnical, racial or religious" groups, and the convention's language that includes nonlethal actions such 
as "causing serious bodily or mental harm to the members of the group" as acts of genocide. For the 
text of the genocide convention, see LeBlanc 1991, 245-49. For reviews of the debate on the defini- 
tion of genocide, see Straus 2001; Fein 1993b, xi-31; Markusen and Kopf 1995, 39-64; and Chalk 
and Jonassohn 1990, 12-23. 
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the contending authorities-that result in the deaths of a substantial portion of a 
communal group or politicized non-communal group." 10 

Second, genocide scholars have not developed specific theories to explain geno- 
cides that occur during war but have typically focused on theories based on com- 
mon underlying motives for the violence regardless of whether it occurs during 
war or peace. In fact, many definitions of genocide explicitly exclude the inten- 
tional killing of civilians during war if the violence was not motivated by the in- 
tent to destroy a specific ethnic or political group, even if hundreds of thousands 
of civilians were intentionally killed during the war.11 

In light of these important distinctions, one should use caution when applying 
hypotheses from the literature on genocide to explain mass killing during war. 
Testing these hypotheses using a sample of cases limited to wartime mass killings 
cannot tell us how well these hypotheses explain the incidence of genocide more 
narrowly defined. Nevertheless, there are three reasons why it may still be con- 
structive to examine hypotheses from the literature on genocide in the context of 
mass killing during war. 

First, despite the important differences in the definitions of genocide and mass 
killing, there is overlap between the two phenomena. For example, of the forty- 
nine episodes of genocide and politicide identified by Barbara Harff and Ted Gurr 
from 1945-2000, thirty-one (63 percent) meet the definition of mass killing de- 
scribed above.12 

Second, not all scholars studying genocide and related violence restrict their 
definitions to attempts to destroy ethnic or political groups. For example, Leo Ku- 
per, in his pioneering work on the comparative study of genocide, argued that the 
intentional killing of civilians such as the strategic bombings of World War II should 
be considered genocide.13 Other scholars have abandoned the term genocide when 
examining the broader universe of intentional killing of civilians. Thus, Rudolph 
Rummel has proposed the term "democide," which he defines as the "intentional 
government killing of an unarmed person or people." 14 Hypotheses regarding 
democide, therefore, should apply more directly to our analysis of mass killing. 

Third, although scholars of genocide seldom limit their analyses to genocides 
that occur during war, several studies have suggested a strong relationship be- 
tween armed conflict and at least some forms of genocide.15 Indeed, twenty-seven 
of the forty-nine cases of genocide and politicide identified by Harff and Gurr 
occurred during wars (as defined in this article). A host of alternative theoretical 

10. Harff 2003, 58. 
11. Fein 1994. 
12. The remaining eighteen of Harff's cases were excluded as mass killing because none was esti- 

mated to have taken more than 50,000 lives in five or fewer years. See Harff and Gurr 1996, 49-51; 
and Harff 2003. 

13. See Kuper 1981, 46. For other proponents of this view, see Sartre 1968; and Markusen and 
Kopf 1995. 

14. Rummel 1994, 36. 
15. See Fein 1993a; Krain 1997; Markusen and Kopf 1995; and Harff 2003. 
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arguments have been forwarded to explain the observed association between geno- 
cide and war, but few of these studies have focused directly on examining why 
this kind of violence occurs in some wars and not others.16 Matthew Krain, for 
example, argues that wars can lead to genocide because these events "create 'win- 
dows of opportunity' during which elites may and must more freely act to consol- 
idate power and eliminate the opposition." 17 Krain, however, does not explain the 
substantial variation in the incidence of genocide among civil, colonial, and inter- 
state wars.'8 

Nevertheless, the literature on genocide does suggest at least two factors that 
might account for this variation.19 First, many genocide scholars have argued that 
deep social cleavages, severe hatred, and discrimination or dehumanizing attitudes 
between ethnic groups can be an important cause of some kinds of genocide.20 Dif- 
ferent scholars argue that these cleavages promote genocide by polarizing society, 
increasing the likelihood of intergroup conflict, facilitating the identification and 
collective punishment of victim groups, or by eroding norms of moral responsibil- 
ity between groups. Although most genocide scholars have not focused specifi- 
cally on the role of ethnic hatreds and discrimination during war, it seems reasonable 
to argue that if these factors increase the likelihood of genocidal violence in times 
of peace, they will also increase the likelihood of mass killing during war. 

Some scholars studying civil wars have argued that there are important differ- 
ences between ethnic and political/ideological conflicts that might also have im- 
plications for variations in the incidence of mass killing. Chaim Kaufmann, for 
example, argues that whereas combatants in ideological civil wars must compete 
to win the loyalty of the majority of the civilian population regardless of their 
ethnicity, ethnic conflicts tend to produce exclusive group identities, making cross- 
ethnic appeals extremely difficult. Kaufmann argues that this characteristic of eth- 
nic wars makes them particularly difficult to resolve peacefully. If correct, his 
analysis also seems to suggest, however, that ethnic wars would be more likely to 
involve intentional violence against noncombatants. Indeed, Kaufmann suggests 
that because it is more difficult for individuals to disguise their ethnicity than their 
political affiliation, combatants in ethnic conflicts "can treat all co-ethnics as friends 
without risk of coddling an enemy agent and can treat all members of the other 
group as enemies without risk of losing a recruit."21 

16. See Markusen and Kopf 1995; and Fein 1993a. For a partial exception, see Harff 2003, who 
identifies conditions that distinguish "national upheavals," a broadly defined class of events including 
violent conflicts and abrupt regime changes. 

17. Krain 1997, 335. 
18. Ibid. Krain's study applies not only to genocides that occurred during wars but also to geno- 

cides that took place in the years following wars. 
19. A range of factors that may contribute to genocide, although not necessarily in times of war, are 

described in Harff 2003. 
20. See Kuper 1981; Charny and Rapaport 1982, 206-7; Kelman 1973, 25-61; Chalk and Jonas- 

sohn 1990, 27-28; and Hirsch and Smith 1988. 
21. Kaufmann 1996, 145. 
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Although various authors point to different causal mechanisms linking ethnic 
differences to violence, at the most basic level these explanations would seem to 
suggest that ethnic conflicts in general are more likely to experience mass killing 
than conflicts waged primarily over political or economic issues. This implies the 
following hypothesis: 

HI: Mass killing will be more likely during ethnic or "identity conflicts" than 
during political or ideological conflicts. 

A second factor highlighted by some scholars that may help to explain the in- 
cidence of mass killing during war is the character of the regimes involved in the 
conflict. Several authors have suggested that the structural characteristics of dem- 
ocratic systems and the normative orientation of democratic leaders make them 
less likely to engage in genocide or other human rights abuses than leaders of 
highly authoritarian governments. Rudolph Rummel is perhaps the most promi- 
nent advocate of this explanation.22 Rummel posits several reasons why demo- 
cratic regimes may be less likely to engage in genocide and mass killing than 
other forms of government: 

Through democratic institutions social conflicts that might become violent 
are resolved by voting, negotiation, compromise, and mediation. The suc- 
cess of these procedures is enhanced and supported by the restraints on de- 
cision makers of competitive elections, the cross-pressures resulting from 
the natural pluralism of democratic ... societies, and the development of a 
democratic culture and norms that emphasize rational debate, toleration, ne- 
gotiation of differences, conciliation, and conflict resolution. Moreover, dem- 
ocratic leaders see others, even political opponents, as within the same moral 
universe, as equally nonviolent, as disposed to negotiate differences 
peacefully.23 

Some of these mechanisms apply most directly to the effect of democracy on 
the emergence of conflict, but others also suggest that democracies should be more 
likely to respect human rights during war. If democratic values promote tolerance, 
nonviolence, and respect for legal constraints, then democracies should wage their 
wars more humanely than other forms of government. If democratic citizens and 
opposition elites are more sensitive to appeals to human rights and international 
legal principles on the laws of war, these citizens might be expected to pressure 
their governments to uphold those rights, even during war. In fact, several schol- 

22. See also Fein 1993a; Poe and Tate 1994; Henderson 1991; and Davenport 1999. A number of 
studies have also argued that highly democratic states are less likely to experience civil wars than 
nondemocracies. For example, see Hegre et al. 2001, 33-48; Gurr 2000; Benson and Kugler 1998, 
196-209; Henderson and Singer 2000, 275-99; and Krain and Myers 1997, 109-18. Because the vast 
majority of mass killings occur during civil wars, democracies may be less likely to engage in mass 
killings for this reason alone. 

23. Rummel 1995, 4. 
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ars have found that democratic regimes are more likely to negotiate settlements to 
civil conflicts whereas autocratic regimes are far less likely to do so.24 While Rum- 
mel argues that checks and balances on the use of power in democratic states are 
sometimes undermined during times of war, he nevertheless posits that the "more 
totalitarian a regime's power, the more total their wars or rebellions are likely to 
be ... and the more probably they will commit democide." 25 Similarly, Barbara 
Harff argues that democratic institutions "reduce the likelihood of armed conflict 
and all but eliminate the risk that it will lead to geno-/politicides." 26 

This suggests a second hypothesis relevant to the incidence of mass killing dur- 
ing war: 

H2: Highly autocratic regimes are more likely to engage in mass killing during 
armed conflicts than highly democratic regimes. 

Mass Killing, Strategy, and Guerrilla War 

In his study of massacres perpetrated by Islamist guerrilla groups against civilians 
in Algeria during the 1990s, Stathis Kalyvas argues that the violence was not driven 
by a radical "ideology that justifies the extermination of a category of people" or 
by senseless bloodlust, as many observers had suggested.27 Rather, he finds that 
much of the violence was highly strategic and carefully calculated, reflecting the 
rebels' efforts to terrorize civilians who supported Algeria's secular government 
or simply refused to support the insurgents. 

Kalyvas's research focuses on violence perpetrated by insurgents, but as he ac- 
knowledges, the worst violence during civil wars is usually associated with gov- 
ernment forces.28 We argue that under certain circumstances, states face even greater 
strategic incentives for targeting civilian populations during war. Understanding 
why states resort to mass killing during armed conflict requires understanding the 
interaction between the specific military tactics employed by the combatants. In 
particular, we argue that states engaged in war with opponents employing guer- 
rilla tactics can face significant incentives to resort to mass killing. 

For our purposes, guerrilla war may be distinguished from other forms of com- 
bat by three central characteristics. First, guerrilla warfare relies primarily on ir- 
regular forces, organized in small, highly mobile units, and operating mostly without 
heavy weaponry such as tanks, artillery, or aircraft. Second, guerrilla tactics seek 
to avoid decisive set-piece battles in favor of prolonged campaigns focusing on 
hit-and-run attacks, assassinations, terror bombing, sabotage, and other operations 

24. See Gurr 2000, 204; and Walter 2002, 10-11. 
25. Rummel 1995, 25. 
26. Harff 2003, 72. 
27. Kalyvas 1999, 247. 
28. Ibid. 
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designed to increase an opponent's political, military, and economic costs, as op- 
posed to defeating the opposing military forces directly. Third, clear lines of battle 
in guerrilla warfare are rare and guerrilla forces usually operate in territories un- 
der the military control of their opponents. 

It is a fourth characteristic of guerrilla warfare, however, one common to many 
but not all guerrilla conflicts, that is the most critical for understanding the causal 
connections between guerrilla tactics and mass killing. Unlike conventional mili- 

tary forces, guerrilla armies often rely directly on the local population for food, shel- 

ter, supplies, and intelligence, as well as to act as a form of "human camouflage" 
into which the guerrillas can disappear to avoid detection.29 As Mao Zedong, one 
of history's most influential strategists of guerrilla warfare, famously wrote: 

Because guerrilla warfare basically derives from the masses and is supported 
by them, it can neither exist nor flourish if it separates itself from their sym- 
pathies and cooperation.... Many people think it is impossible for guerrillas 
to exist for long in the enemy's rear. Such a belief reveals lack of compre- 
hension of the relationship that should exist between the people and the troops. 
The former may be likened to water and the latter to the fish who inhabit 
it. . 

.30 

Guerrilla warfare can be an extraordinarily powerful weapon. Skillfully ap- 
plied, guerrilla tactics can provide even relatively small and weak groups with 
the capability to inflict significant military and political costs on an opponent, 
even when that opponent is capable of fielding vastly superior conventional forces. 
As a result, powerful guerrilla forces have proven extraordinarily difficult to de- 

feat, even by the most advanced Western armies. Conventional military tactics 
are poorly suited to combating enemy forces who seek to avoid direct military 
confrontations, have no permanent lines of supply or communication, and are 
often indistinguishable from the civilian population. Policing the vast spaces and 

large populations resident in areas of guerrilla activity requires resources beyond 
those of all but the largest military organizations. These dilemmas force regimes 
threatened by powerful guerrilla insurgencies to search for unconventional strat- 

egies capable of defeating their adversaries. The logic of guerrilla war has often 
led military and political leaders to conclude that the massive killing of civilian 

populations may be a bloody but effective solution to the seemingly intractable 

problems of guerrilla warfare. 
While the support of the local population may be one of the great strengths of 

guerrilla forces, it can also be a weakness. Rather than fighting the guerrillas on 
their own terms, regimes determined to defeat a guerrilla opponent may adopt a 

strategy designed to sever the guerrillas from their base of support in the people. 
Unlike guerrilla forces themselves, this civilian support infrastructure is largely 

29. Wickham-Crowley 1990, 223-26. 
30. Mao 2000, 44, 92-93. 
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immobile and nearly impossible to conceal. As such, civilian populations offer an 
obvious target for counterinsurgent operations. 

Thus, like the insurgent violence described by Kalyvas, government violence 
against civilians during war is often designed to influence patterns of civilian 
support. States, however, face a different combination of incentives and capa- 
bilities that make mass killing by the government substantially more likely 
than mass killing by insurgent groups. First, state military organizations have 
a greater capacity for violence because they are usually larger and better armed 
than insurgents. Second, states can devote greater resources to defending their 
own civilian supporters than can insurgents. Guerrillas seldom can afford to 
engage in the static defense of specific territories or population centers, 
because this would expose their forces to direct combat with militarily superior 
government troops. Because insurgents are simultaneously less capable of killing 
government supporters in large numbers and less able to defend their own sup- 
porters, states are less likely to be deterred from attacking the insurgents' sup- 
porters by the threat of retaliation in kind. Insurgents, on the other hand, are 
more likely to be deterred from launching attacks on government supporters for 
fear that such attacks will provoke massive state reprisals. Finally, whereas a suc- 
cessful insurgency usually requires the active support and cooperation from the 
civilian population, government forces do not depend on civilians so directly. 
The primary interest of counterinsurgent forces is simply to prevent civilians from 
supporting the guerrillas. Insurgents, therefore, usually have stronger incentives 
to be selective in their use of violence to avoid alienating the civilians on whom 
they depend. 

Governments also must be wary that excessive violence will backfire by driv- 
ing civilians into the arms of the guerrillas, but it usually is easier to prevent or 
deter cooperation through violence than it is to win it. Thus, as many political 
leaders and military commanders engaged in counterinsurgency warfare have openly 
acknowledged, if the civilian population is the "sea" in which the guerrilla "fish" 
swim, the surest way to catch the fish is by draining the sea. This strategy usually 
takes the form of selective terror designed to intimidate the population into with- 
drawing their support from the insurgents, but at its most extreme it can shade 
into a policy of extermination designed to physically eliminate entire populations 
suspected of supporting the guerrillas. 

This perspective on the causes of mass killing during war suggests the follow- 
ing hypothesis: 

H3: The probability that a state will engage in mass killing during large-scale 
armed conflicts will be greater when the armed opposition relies primarily on guer- 
rilla tactics than when the opposition uses other military tactics. 

Although this logic suggests that states confronting guerrilla warfare should be 
more likely to engage in mass killing than states involved in conventional wars, 
guerrilla tactics are extremely common (especially in civil conflicts), and most 
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regimes facing guerrilla insurgencies have not resorted to mass killing. Of the 

seventy-five states fighting large-scale guerrilla insurgencies from 1945 to 2000, 
twenty-four used mass killing. While this is a relatively high proportion, it also 
means that 68 percent of regimes fighting guerrilla opponents did not resort to this 
kind of violence. What might explain this pattern? 

Because we argue that mass killing during guerrilla war is a means to an end, 
we also theorize that governments have little incentive to resort to mass killing if 

they believe less violent strategies will be effective. In addition to normative pres- 
sures against killing civilians, mass killing involves real risks for those who carry 
it out, including the possibility of increasing resistance from victim groups, alien- 

ating domestic populations and foreign powers, or provoking intervention by third 

parties. For this reason, governments are likely to prefer less violent methods for 

dealing with insurgents if they believe they will be effective. These strategies 
might include increased policing efforts, defensive measures to protect govern- 
ment supporters and infrastructure, conventional tactics targeting guerrilla com- 

batants, direct negotiations with the insurgents, or the provision of positive 
economic and political incentives to civilians who agree to support the government. 

When less violent tactics fail to control the insurgency, however, the incentives 
to resort to mass killing will rise. On the basis of this reasoning, we argue that 
two additional factors play significant roles in determining whether a regime fac- 

ing a guerrilla insurgency will respond with mass killing. 
First, states are most likely to respond to guerrilla insurgencies with massive 

violence when the guerrillas pose a major military threat to the regime. When 

guerrilla groups are small and weak, less violent tactics are more likely to keep 
the insurgency in check. Some states may even prefer to let very low-level 

guerrilla conflicts persist indefinitely rather than devote the resources, risk the 

casualties, or incur the domestic and international political consequences neces- 

sary to defeat them unconditionally. When an insurgency threatens the political 
survival of a regime, however, escalation is likely to appear more attractive. The 
costs associated with more violent strategies become less significant when com- 

pared to the prospect of mounting military and economic losses as well as de- 

clining political support. Mass killing may then emerge out of frustration with 
the ineffectiveness of conventional means and the desperate effort to maintain 

power. 

H4: The probability that a state will engage in mass killing during a guerrilla 
conflict will increase the greater the military threat posed by the guerrillas to the 

regime and its political survival. 

A second, often related factor, which can influence the likelihood of mass kill- 

ing in guerrilla war, is extent of the ties between the guerrillas and the local civil- 
ian population. Not all guerrilla forces depend heavily on the local civilian 
population for support. Guerrillas may receive the majority of their support from 
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foreign sources.31 Some guerrilla groups simply may fail to win widespread sup- 
port from the domestic population. Others may not subscribe to Mao's concept of 
a patient, prolonged "people's war," instead following Che Guevara's "foco" strat- 
egy of insurgency, which calls for small guerrilla groups (the "focus" of the rev- 
olution) to carry out daring attacks against highly visible government targets without 
widespread popular backing.32 In such cases, states face fewer incentives to target 
civilians. 

H5: The probability that a state will engage in mass killing during a guerrilla 
conflict will increase the greater the number of civilians who provide support to 
the guerrillas. 

Controls and Measurement of Variables 

In addition to the five hypotheses described above, we also examine two addi- 
tional hypotheses to account for relevant control variables. First, because mass 
killing is defined on the basis of the total number of noncombatants killed, wars 
involving larger civilian populations could be at greater risk for mass killing. As 
such, population size constitutes an important control variable in our model: 

H6: The probability of mass killing during large-scale armed conflict will in- 
crease the greater the size of the population from which the opposition is drawn. 

Second, although the definition of mass killing specifies that 50,000 or more 
deaths must be incurred in five years or fewer, conflict duration is another impor- 
tant control variable, ensuring that mass killing does not merely reflect the larger 
civilian casualties incurred during longer wars. 

H7: The probability of mass killing during large-scale armed conflict will in- 
crease the longer the duration of the conflict. 

Some of the variables used in our analysis, such as regime type, were drawn 
from other quantitative data sets, but several important variables are new to this 
study. These variables include mass killing, guerrilla war, the degree of military 
threat posed by guerrillas, and the degree of civilian support for the insurgents. In 
coding these variables we relied on numerous secondary histories, journalistic ac- 
counts and general reference sources.33 Whenever possible, we recorded several 

31. On the role of foreign support for insurgencies see Byman et al. 2001, especially 83-102. 
32. See Guevara 1997; and Laqueur 1976, 330-38. 
33. Sources consulted are too numerous to cite here. Among the more comprehensive reference 

sources consulted are Clodfelter 2002; Corbett 1986; Asprey 1994; and Lomperis 1996. 
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numerical estimates and identified low and high estimates to bound a plausible 
range of values for each variable. In this analysis, we used the average of these 
estimates. 

Mass Killing 

This variable was defined above and was coded as a dummy variable. A value of 1 
was assigned to all wars in which a mass killing occurred and a value of 0 if not 
(see the Appendix for a listing of all cases). 

Wa r 

A war is defined as a sustained violent conflict between two organized armed groups 
and may take place in a civil, international, or colonial ("extra-systemic") envi- 
ronment.34 As with mass killing itself, we limit wars to those involving at least 
one group that represents the national government of a state. A war is coded as 
starting on the first year in which direct military actions result in at least 1,000 
total battle-related fatalities (including both combatants and civilians). If fewer 
than 200 total annual fatalities are recorded for three or more consecutive years, 
the war is coded as having ended on the first of those three years, even if fighting 
continues at very low levels in subsequent years. Using these criteria permits us to 
exclude very low-level, long-running armed conflicts and avoids the need for pre- 
cise annual fatality data-which are often unavailable-because we need only to 
identify the first year in which very large-scale fighting occurred and any ex- 
tended periods of little or no fighting. In addition, in order to exclude cases of 
one-sided mass killing, at least 100 total military fatalities must be incurred on the 
part of government forces over the duration of war. 

The same government may be engaged in more than one war during any given 
period of time. If a government is engaged in armed conflicts with multiple oppo- 
sition groups that are not closely allied with each other and each of which is seek- 
ing to achieve significantly different political aims, we code a separate armed 
conflict for each government-opposition dyad that meets the criteria for a war. In 
addition, if opposition forces gain control of the central government of the state 
during the course of the war but former government forces continue to engage in 
large-scale armed conflict against the former opposition, we code the onset of a 
new war (with the identities of the opposition and government transposed). 

Our analysis of wars focuses on the two primary belligerents involved in the 
conflict only. The primary belligerents are the forces with the primary political 
and military control of combat operations. When coding for military force sizes 
and fatalities, however, all allied forces involved in the war are included for each 

34. Our codings draw on Singer and Small 1994; Fearon and Laitin 2003; Licklider 1995; Doyle 
and Sambanis 2000; Wallensteen and Sollenberg 2001; and Regan 2000. 
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side. In the case of civil wars, only the government is considered at risk to com- 
mit mass killing. As described above, substate groups usually (although not al- 

ways) lack the physical capabilities and access to target populations necessary to 

carry out this level of violence. In addition, theoretically interesting variables (such 
as regime type) are not available for substate actors, which renders comparative 
analyses of these actors difficult. In international conflicts both sides are by defi- 
nition government actors and could potentially engage in mass killing. All inter- 
national wars, therefore, are included as two directed-dyads in our data set. Using 
these coding rules, we have identified 147 cases of war since 1945. 115 of these 
are classified as civil wars, eighteen are classified as international wars, and four- 
teen are classified as "extra-systemic" or colonial wars.35 

Guerrilla Warfare 

Because many large-scale armed conflicts involve a mix of tactics or experience a 
transition from guerrilla tactics to more conventional strategies during the course 
of the conflict, coding was based on the primary tactics used by the opposition. 
Primary tactics are defined as the tactics to which the opposition devoted the great- 
est amount of time during the conflict. A dummy variable (GUERRILLA WARFARE) 

was then created with a value of 1 assigned to cases of guerrilla or mixed tactics 
cases and a value of 0 otherwise. 

Degree of Military Threat Posed by Guerrillas 

For this measure (GUERRILLA THREAT) we focus on the total size of guerrilla op- 
position forces and the number of fatalities inflicted on government forces as a 

percentage of the government forces engaged in the war.36 We measured the size 
of opposition armed forces by taking the average of the lowest and highest credi- 
ble estimates of the total number of armed opposition forces deployed in the war 
at their peak strength. We included only forces devoted to the war. Opposition 
strength does not include political activists or other unarmed opposition party mem- 
bers. We collected these data from a wide range of secondary and general refer- 
ence sources. 

We measured the peak strength of government forces engaged in the conflict 

similarly. Because standard data sets such as the COW data set on national capa- 

35. Our classification of civil and international wars differs somewhat from most other data sets. 
When international intervention occurs during a domestic dispute, the conflict is coded as a civil war if 
it met all the criteria for civil war prior to the intervention and if the subsequent combat occurred 

primarily within the borders of that state even if an international power or powers subsequently as- 

sumed the primary role in the fighting. 
36. Focusing on the fatalities inflicted by the opposition on government forces (as opposed to, for 

example, the ratio of government and opposition force sizes) helps highlight those opposition groups 
engaged in the most intense military operations against government interests. 
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bilities only provide information on the total strength of government armed forces, 
not the forces engaged in a particular war, we also collected data on the strength 
of government forces from secondary and reference sources. We collected esti- 
mates of fatalities suffered by government armed forces similarly. The number of 
fatalities was then divided by the number of engaged government troops to calcu- 
late the ratio of fatalities to the peak strength of engaged armed forces. 

The peak number of guerrilla armed forces and the percentage of fatalities suf- 
fered by government troops are highly interrelated measures. Both represent a dif- 
ferent aspect of the military threat posed by the guerrillas, but each might also be 
expected to influence the other. The larger the size of opposition forces, for exam- 
ple, the higher the percentage of government troops they might be expected to 
kill. Moreover, the greater the size of opposition forces, the greater the effort that 
government troops might be expected to devote to defeating them, and conse- 
quently, the greater the percentage of fatalities government troops might suffer in 
the process. Conversely, the greater the effort that government forces devote to 
defeating the guerrillas, the more likely that the guerrillas will respond by increas- 
ing their recruitment efforts and thereby their total size. 

To avoid collinearity between these variables and because either of these con- 
ditions could represent a real threat to the government, we combined the two mea- 
sures into a single dummy variable. We assigned the variable a value of 1 if either 
the size of opposition forces or ratio of government armed forces fatalities suf- 
fered to government armed forces engaged was in the top quartile among guerrilla 
conflicts.37 We assigned all other cases a value of 0. Because this variable applies 
to cases of guerrilla warfare only, it was always assigned a value of 0 in nonguer- 
rilla wars. 

Degree of Civilian Support for Guerrillas 

This variable (CIVILIAN SUPPORT) measures the peak number of active civilian 
supporters of the opposition in wars in which the opposition relied primarily on 
guerrilla tactics. We define active support as providing food, shelter, information, 
portage, or other logistical aid to the guerrilla forces. We do not include political 
sympathy for the guerrillas, because we argue that mass killing is primarily a re- 
sponse to the civilian logistical support network used by guerrilla armies. Deter- 
mining the exact level of civilian support for guerrillas can be difficult. Secondary 
sources often do not provide quantitative estimates for this important variable. In 
those cases for which quantitative estimates were unavailable, we relied on qual- 
itative statements about the degree and nature of civilian support combined with 
estimates of the total size of the populations from which these supporters were 
drawn to reach rough estimates of the size of civilian support. To reduce the pos- 

37. The top quartile for the size of opposition forces begins at 37,500 troops. The top quartile for 
government fatalities as a proportion of engaged troops begins at 19 percent of peak strength. 
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sibility for coding errors in this process, we chose to create a dummy variable 
with a relatively high threshold for civilian support. The variable was assigned a 
value of 0 if support was low, which we defined as less than 100,000 active sup- 
porters. A value of 1 was assigned if support for the guerrillas was high, defined 
as more than 100,000 active supporters. This variable applies to cases of guerrilla 
warfare only, and was therefore automatically assigned a value of 0 in all nonguer- 
rilla cases. 

One potential problem with relying on the peak level of civilian support as our 
operational measure is the possibility that mass killing itself may actually lead to 
increased civilian support for the guerrillas. Scholars continue to debate why state 
violence and repression of rebels sometimes leads to submission and sometimes 
seems to provoke increased opposition to the state.38 Nevertheless, it is clear that 
in some cases, excessive government violence against civilians can lead to in- 
creased support for guerrillas. Massive violence against civilians may alienate 
targeted populations from the regime or cause them to seek protection from gov- 
ernment attacks by joining the insurgents. In such cases, the causal arrow linking 
civilian support to mass killing in the model described above could be back- 
wards. This problem could be avoided if accurate measures of civilian support 
before the onset of mass killing were available. Unfortunately, annual estimates 
of civilian support and civilian fatalities are not reported for most conflicts. As a 
result, it is often difficult to pinpoint the exact onset of mass killing within a 
given war or to gauge the extent of civilian support at specific points in time. 

Ultimately, there is no way to exclude entirely the possibility of endogeneity in 
the measurement of this variable. The test results associated with this variable, 
therefore, should be interpreted with caution. On the other hand, there are also 
strong reasons to believe that this endogenous process is not the dominant cause 
of high civilian support for guerrilla insurgencies and, therefore, that a measure of 
peak civilian support may still be of considerable value in explaining mass killing 
during guerrilla warfare. 

First, approximately 44 percent of guerrilla wars with high civilian support do 
not experience mass killing. High civilian support for guerrillas, therefore, cannot 
be solely a reaction to government policies of mass killing. 

Second, it is important to note that even relatively widespread killings on the 
part of the government do not invariably generate widespread public support for 
guerrillas. In mid-1960s, for example, the Guatemalan government cracked down 
on a small leftist guerrilla movement with extreme brutality. Although the guerril- 
las probably had fewer than 500 men under arms and less than 6,000 active sup- 
porters, the government offensive killed between 5,000 and 10,000 people, most 
of them civilians.39 These attacks, however, do not seem to have resulted in a 
large increase in civilian support for the guerrillas. Indeed, the insurgency was 

38. See Gurr 1970; Lichbach 1987; Gupta and Singh 1993; and Moore 1998. 
39. See Schirmer 1998, 16, 36; and Black, Jamail, and Stoltz 1984, 82. 

This content downloaded from 195.34.79.228 on Mon, 16 Jun 2014 19:40:20 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


392 International Organization 

crushed and the guerrillas' failure to protect their civilian supporters appears to 
have hurt their cause among the masses for years to come.40 

Finally, in the cases of mass killing we have identified, accounts from second- 
ary sources usually described patterns of civilian support for guerrillas prior to 
large-scale government attacks on civilians. Although both support for guerrillas 
and the level of violence against civilians tend to escalate over the course of the 
conflict, government violence seems to be targeted against suspected supporters 
and thus causally prior to mass killing. 

Ethnic/Identity Conflict 

For this variable (IDENTITY CONFLICT) we used the coding of "identity based con- 
flicts" provided by Roy Licklider. Licklider defines identity-based conflicts sim- 
ply as "those driven primarily by ethnic-religious-identity issues.,"41 We assigned 
identity conflicts a value of 1 and all other conflicts 0. Licklider's data, however, 
do not include codes for international wars. We coded international wars as iden- 
tity conflicts if a major issue in the conflict involved a dispute over the political 
control of territory populated by groups that had ethnic or religious ties to one of 
the primary combatants.42 

Regime Type 

We used data on regime type collected in the Polity IV data set.43 To highlight the 
distinction between highly democratic and highly autocratic regimes, we con- 
structed two dummy variables. First, we assigned regimes receiving a combined 
score of +7 or higher on the Polity IV scale a value of 1 and 0 otherwise (DEMOC- 
RACY). We coded the second dummy variable, representing midrange polities, as 1 
if the regime received a score between +6 to -6 inclusive (MIDRANGE POLITY). 

When using both dummy variables in a single equation, the coefficient of the de- 
mocracy variable represents the influence of highly democratic regimes on the prob- 
ability of mass killing when compared to highly autocratic regimes. 

Although regime type is measured on an annual basis, the rest of the variables 
in our analyses are measured only once for the entire course of the war. We coded 
regime type, therefore, using the modal value, or if multiple modes existed, the 
median value for the armed conflict. In so doing, we effectively code for the gov- 

40. Jonas 1991, 69. 
41. Licklider 1995, 685. 
42. See Huth 1996; and Huth and Allee 2002. 
43. Marshall and Jaggers 2002. The polity categories of transition, interruption, and interregnum 

were filled with data from two primary sources: The democracy data set of Tatu Vanhanen available at 
(http://www.sv.ntnu.no/iss/data/vanhanen), and Freedom House scores at: (http://www.freedomhouse. 
org/ratings/index.htm). Accessed 15 January 2004. 
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ernment that was in power for the greatest period of time during the war, and thus 
had the greatest opportunity for mass killing. 

Population Size 

The ideal variable for testing hypothesis H6 would measure the absolute size of 
the potential victim group's civilian population. Unfortunately, data on the popu- 
lation of such groups is often impossible to obtain. In cases of secessionist con- 
flict, we limited the potential victim population to the total population of the 
secessionist region in which the conflict was fought. In many other conflicts, how- 
ever, the pool of potential victims is not as easy to define or measure. Even in 

ethnically defined conflicts, counterinsurgency forces do not always consider all 
members of opposing ethnic groups throughout the country to be targets. In polit- 
ically based conflicts, the size of the potential civilian political support base for 
the opposition is even more difficult to estimate because political allegiances are 
highly unstable and very difficult to observe. In these cases, therefore, we coded 
the population as the log of the total population (LOG POPULATION) of the state or 
colony in which the majority of the war took place measured on the first year of 
the conflict.44 

Conflict Duration 

This variable (WAR DURATION) is measured as the total length of the conflict in 
years. 

Analysis and Empirical Findings 

Three stages of logit analyses were performed to test our hypotheses. In the first 
stage we examined the general relationship between guerrilla warfare and mass kill- 
ing in all wars from 1945-2000. In the second stage we tested hypotheses relating 
the specific characteristics of different guerrilla conflicts to the likelihood of mass 

killing, and, therefore, we limited the population of cases to guerrilla wars only. In 
the third stage we examined the ability of the specific guerrilla warfare variables 
examined in stage two to account for the incidence of mass killing during all wars. 

The findings of our analyses are presented in Tables 1-3. The coefficient, Z 
score, and significance level are reported for each variable. In addition, we report 
the associated relative risk ratio for each variable. This ratio estimates the impact 

44. Population data was obtained from Singer and Small 1982; Singer 1990; and Banks 1979. The 
Singer and Small data was generated using the EUGene program (Bennett and Stam 2000). Missing 
data on population was collected from (http://www.library.uu.nl/wesp/populstat/populhome.html). Ac- 
cessed 15 January 2004. 
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on the probability of mass killing resulting from an increase of one unit (for di- 
chotomous variables) or an increase from the 25th percentile to the 75th percen- 
tile (for continuous variables) in the variable of interest while holding all other 
variables at their median/modal values. 

The results strongly support our theory of guerrilla warfare and mass killing. 
Most notably, guerrilla warfare proved to have highly significant and powerful 
effects on the likelihood of mass killing, strongly confirming hypothesis H3. Hy- 
potheses H4 and H5 were also strongly supported by the results. The guerrilla 
threat and civilian support variables were highly statistically significant and pro- 
duced large substantive effects on the probability of mass killing in all stages of 
the analysis. The democracy variable was also significant in all three stages of 
analysis and produced relatively strong substantive effects, supporting hypothesis 
H2. In addition, conflict duration and population were significant in at least some 
stages of analysis. The substantive effects of these variables, however, were dwarfed 
by those of the guerrilla and regime type variables. Identity conflict was not sig- 
nificant in any of the models, casting doubt on hypothesis HI. 

The results of the first stage of our analysis are presented in Table 1. Hypoth- 
esis H3 was strongly confirmed by the results. Guerrilla warfare was highly sig- 
nificant, increasing the probability of mass killing by more than three times. 
Democracy also proved significant. Full democracies were only 28 percent as likely 
as highly autocratic states to engage in mass killing during wars, providing sup- 
port for hypothesis H2. In addition, population and conflict duration were both 
significant, lending some support to hypotheses H6 and H7. The substantive ef- 
fects of these variables, however, were comparatively small. An increase in the 
population of a state from the 25th percentile to the 75th percentile increased 
the risk of mass killing only 1.7 times. An increase from the 25th percentile to the 
75th percentile (from roughly four months to more than seven years) in the dura- 
tion of a war increases the risk of mass killing by 1.6 times. 

TABLE 1. Stage 1: Logit analysis of probability of mass killing in wars, 
1945-2000 

Relative risk Significance 
Explanatory variable ratio Coefficient Z score level 

GUERRILLA WARFARE 3.039 1.486 2.69 0.004 
DEMOCRACY 0.281 -1.561 -2.21 0.014 
MIDRANGE POLITY 0.693 -0.456 -0.93 0.176 
IDENTITY CONFLICT 1.812 0.736 1.35 0.089 
WAR DURATION 1.651 0.087 1.75 0.040 
LOG POPULATION 1.713 0.338 2.32 0.010 
Constant -6.013 -3.67 0.000 

Note: Number of observations = 165; log likelihood = -64.359; Wald chi2 = 27.48. All significance levels based on 
one-tailed tests. 
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TABLE 2. Stage 2: Logit analysis of probability of mass killing in guerrilla 
conflicts, 1945-2000 

Relative risk Significance 
Explanatory variable ratio Coefficient Z score level 

GUERRILLA THREAT 3.046 3.677 3.100 0.001 
CIVILIAN SUPPORT (for guerrillas) 27.910 4.516 2.070 0.019 
DEMOCRACY 0.273 - 1.885 - 1.630 0.052 
MIDRANGE POLITY 1.048 0.093 0.080 0.469 
IDENTITY CONFLICT 0.746 -0.419 -0.370 0.354 
WAR DURATION 0.677 - 0.063 - 0.680 0.249 
LOG POPULATION 0.741 -0.337 -1.100 0.135 
Constant -1.803 -0.590 0.279 

Note: Number of observations = 75; log likelihood = -22.015; Wald chi2 = 19.05. All significance levels based on 
one-tailed tests. 

Table 2 presents the results of the second stage of our analysis. Hypotheses H4 
and H5 are strongly confirmed. Both the level of military threat posed by the guer- 
rillas and the level of active civilian support for the guerrillas are highly signifi- 
cant.45 A high guerrilla threat increased the risk of mass killing by three times.46 
High levels of civilian support increased the probability of mass killing by 27.9 
times. 

As noted above, the results associated with civilian support variable must be 
interpreted with a degree of caution because of the possibility of endogeneity. On 
the other hand, the strong association between guerrilla war and mass killing re- 
ported in Table 1 should at least partially diminish these concerns. Our theoretical 
model suggests that guerrilla warfare is associated with mass killing, because guer- 
rilla wars tend to involve more direct civilian participation than other forms of 
combat. In other words, civilian support provides a single causal mechanism that 
explains both the general association between guerrilla warfare and mass killing, 
as well as the increased likelihood of mass killing in those guerrilla wars with the 
highest levels of civilian support. Any argument contending that civilian support 
simply reflects the reaction of the population to a preexisting policy of massive 
violence must also explain why mass killing occurs with much less frequency in 
forms of combat other than guerrilla warfare. 

45. These findings are consistent with and extend the findings of Timothy Wickham-Crowley's com- 
parative study of several cases of guerrilla warfare in Latin America from 1956-76. Wickham- 
Crowley found that "the deeper and more thorough the overlap between the guerrilla combatants and 
the civilian population, the more likely that the government would engage in terror against the civilian 
population." Wickham-Crowley 1990, 226. 

46. The relative risk ratio of guerilla threat would be even higher, but the modal value of the civil- 
ian support variable is already high in the comparison scenario. The marginal impact of this variable is 
more accurately represented in Table 4 below. 
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Democracy maintains significance and produces strong substantive effects in 
this model. Highly democratic states were only 27 percent as likely as highly au- 
tocratic ones to commit mass killing during guerrilla wars. Population ceases to 
be significant in this equation, perhaps suggesting that among guerrilla conflicts, 
the effect of population on the likelihood of mass killing is manifest through a 
greater likelihood of high civilian support or high guerrilla threat. 

Interestingly, war duration also ceases to be significant in this model (and the 
subsequent model, which also includes guerrilla threat and civilian support vari- 
ables). In fact, war duration now assumes a negative coefficient. This result sug- 
gests that the significance of conflict duration on the likelihood of mass killing in 
large-scale armed conflicts (as reported above) may actually be because of an in- 
creased prevalence of highly threatening or popular guerrilla insurgencies among 
relatively longer conflicts. This result should not be surprising because guerrilla 
groups that receive significant popular support or have the capacity to pose a high 
threat to the government are likely to take longer to defeat, if they are defeated at 
all, than guerrilla groups lacking these advantages. 

Table 3 presents the results of the third stage of our analysis, examining the 
impact of variables specifically relating to guerrilla conflicts in all cases of large- 
scale armed conflict. Both the level of guerrilla threat and the level of civilian 
support remain highly significant with large risk ratios. Of the remaining vari- 
ables, only democracy is statistically significant at high levels while population is 
very close to the conventional .05 level. These results suggest that among the vari- 
ables included in this model, factors relating to guerrilla war account for much of 
the explained variation in the incidence of mass killing during armed conflicts. 

The marginal effects of these variables on the probability of mass killing during 
guerrilla wars are presented in Table 4. This table reports the predicted changes in 
the probability of mass killing for each of the significant variables from Table 3 as 

TABLE 3. Stage 3: Logit analysis of probability of mass killing in wars, 
1945-2000 

Relative risk Significance 
Explanatory variable ratio Coefficient Z score level 

GUERRILLA THREAT 5.357 2.125 3.97 0.000 
CIVILIAN SUPPORT (for guerrillas) 6.777 2.595 3.65 0.000 
DEMOCRACY 0.259 -1.805 -2.11 0.018 
MIDRANGE POLITY 0.620 -0.580 -0.97 0.167 
IDENTITY CONFLICT 1.364 0.371 0.59 0.277 
WAR DURATION 0.967 -0.015 -0.25 0.400 
LOG POPULATION 1.708 0.310 1.58 0.057 
Constant -5.825 -2.85 0.002 

Note: Number of observations = 165; log likelihood = -48.330; Wald chi2 = 40.92. All significance levels are based 
on one-tailed tests. 
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TABLE 4. Marginal impact of variables on the probability of mass killing during 
wars, 1945-2000 

Confidence 
interval 

Probability Absolute (for absolute 
Initial after change change in change in 

Explanatory variable probability in variable probability probability) 

GUERRILLA THREAT (change from 0 to 1) 0.042 0.253 0.211 0.039-0.511 
CIVILIAN SUPPORT (change from 0 to 1) 0.042 0.326 0.284 0.098-0.540 

GUERRILLA THREAT and CIVILIAN SUPPORT 0.042 0.765 0.723 0.382-0.904 
(both change from 0 to 1) 

DEMOCRACY (change from 0 to 1) 0.849 0.531 -0.318 -0.644-0.003 
LOG POPULATION 0.718 0.816 0.097 -0.037-0.269 

(change from 25th to 75th percentile) 

Note: Some values may appear inconsistent with antecedents because of rounding. 

they increase from low risk to high risk values. In Figure 1 we present the change 
in the risk ratio associated with the probability changes reported in Table 4.47 Guer- 
rilla threat and civilian support values move from 0 to 1. Democracy also moves 
from 0 to 1, with the MIDRANGE POLITY variable held constant at 0 to emphasize 
the change from democratic to autocratic states. Population, the only continuous 
variable in this model, moves from its 25th percentile to its 75th percentile. The 

changes in predicted probabilities of mass killing for each variable are compared 
to a "baseline" scenario in which all variables except for the variable of interest 
are held constant at moderate risk values.48 This baseline allows us to observe the 

impact of moving the variable of interest from its low- to high-risk values on the 

predicted probability of mass killing in what might be considered a fairly typical 
conflict scenario. 

Both the level of CIVILIAN SUPPORT and GUERRILLA THREAT variables generate 

powerful effects on the probability of mass killing. Conflicts in which a guerilla 
opponent posed a major threat to the government increased the probability of mass 

killing by 21 percent. This change in probability translates into a sixfold increase 
in the risk of a mass killing (see Figure 1). Varying the level of civilian support 
produced similarly powerful effects. Conflicts in which guerrilla insurgents re- 

47. Because of space constraints, the predicted probabilities of variables that were not significant at 
the 0.1 level or better, with the exception of regime type, are not reported. 

48. Both guerrilla threat and civilian support are set at 1, democracy is set at 0 (with the midrange 
polity variable set at 1 to emphasize midrange polities), population is set at its median value, duration 
is set at its median value, and identity conflict is set at 1. When analyzing the guerilla threat and 

guerrilla support variables, however, whichever of these two variables is not being analyzed is set at 0 
to measure the independent effect of guerrilla threat or civilian support on the probability of mass 

killing. The effects of increasing both variables simultaneously are shown in the row labeled "guerrilla 
threat and civilian support." The changes in probabilities as well as risk ratios were calculated with 
CLARIFY 2.1. See King, Tomz, and Wittenberg 2000. 
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25 

20- Guerilla threat and civilian support 
(both change from 0 to 1) 

15 

10 

S10 Civilian support 
(change from 0 to 1) 

Guerilla threat 
S (change from 0 to 1) 

5 
Log of population 

(change from 25th to 
75th percentile) 

0- 

Democracy 
(change from 0 to 1) 

-5 

Note: The risk ratios are based on the probability of changes reported in Table 4. 

FIGURE 1. Changes in the risk of mass killing during wars, 1945-2000 

ceived high levels of support from the civilian population were nearly 8 times 
more likely to experience a mass killing (see Figure 1). When the guerrillas both 
posed a major threat and received high support from the civilian population, the 
change in the probability of mass killing was 72 percent (see Table 4), an eigh- 
teenfold increase. These variables not only produce a strong increase in the rela- 
tive probability of mass killing, they also result in high absolute probabilities of 
this kind of violence. Indeed, our estimate of the probability of mass killing when 
both civilian support and guerrilla threat are high and other variables are at their 
moderate baseline values is close to 0.77 (see Table 4). 

Regime type also had a substantial effect on the probability of mass killing. 
There was a 32 percent decrease in the probability of mass killing for highly dem- 
ocratic regimes compared to highly autocratic regimes (see Table 4). Put differ- 
ently, the risk of mass killing declines almost 1.5 times for democracies (see 
Figure 1). Although these results suggest that strong democracies are substantially 
less likely than autocratic states to respond to powerful and popular guerrilla in- 
surgencies with mass killing, it should be noted that even full democracies have a 
0.53 estimated probability of mass killing when GUERRILLA THREAT, AND CIVIL- 
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IAN SUPPORT are high and other variables are at their baseline values.49 Finally, 
the change in population size variable is associated with roughly a 10 percent in- 
crease in the probability of mass killing (Table 4). That is, conflicts waged in coun- 
tries with relatively large populations are 1.14 times more likely to result in mass 

killing than conflicts in small states. 

Case Illustrations 

Some selected examples from the history of guerrilla warfare help to illustrate 
the generalizations suggested by these statistical findings. Evidence from these 
cases, including statements by leaders of counterinsurgency campaigns and vari- 
ations in the patterns of violence across cases, reveal how state-sponsored 
mass killing during guerrilla wars can often be an explicit military strategy de- 

signed to sever powerful and popular guerrilla insurgencies from their civilian 

supporters. 
In the Guatemalan civil war of the late 1970s and early 1980s, for example, the 

government faced a leftist insurgency backed by a large number of active civilian 

supporters. An estimated 250,000 to 500,000 civilians contributed to the insur- 

gency, many providing food, clothing, shelter, and information to the rebels.50 Al- 
though the guerrillas fielded only 4,000 to 6,000 regular fighters and 10,000 local, 
irregular forces at their peak, the insurgency posed a major threat to the regime. 
The Guatemalan Army of only 18,000 troops struggled to maintain control over 
the country. Indeed, by 1981, the guerrillas virtually controlled nine of Guatema- 
la's twenty-two provinces, had a significant presence in nine others, and were car- 

rying out almost daily attacks in Guatemala City.51 
Initially, the Guatemalan regime attempted to suppress the rebellion through a 

more selective campaign targeting key opposition political leaders.52 Despite these 
efforts, however, the insurgency continued to gain strength. By 1980, the regime 
was increasingly resorting to massive, indiscriminate violence against civilians sus- 
pected of supporting the guerrillas. In 1982, General Efrain Rios Montt seized 
control of the government in a coup, publicly vowing to "dry up the human sea in 
which the guerrilla fish swim."53 Jennifer Schirmer concludes that the "searing 
contradiction" of the Guatemalan Army's strategy was that 

49. Seventeen of seventy-five guerrilla wars involved democratic regimes according to our defini- 
tion (most of these conflicts involved democratic states engaged in extra-systemic/colonial wars). Among 
these wars, the guerrillas posed a major threat in three and had high levels of civilian support in eleven. 
The guerrillas both posed a major threat and had high levels of support in three cases. Of these, two 
resulted in mass killings: France in Indochina from 1945-54 and the United States in Vietnam from 
1965-75. 

50. Arias 1990, 255. 
51. See Manz 1988, 15; and Schirmer 1998, 42. 
52. Schirmer 1998, 41. 
53. Quoted in Richards 1985, 95. 
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to accomplish this "separation," certain areas are targeted for massive kill- 
ings; that is, the military must treat the civilians they are to "rescue" as though 
they are combatants, killing and burning all living things within the "secured 
area." ... Nor are killings accidental "abuses" or "excesses"; rather, they rep- 
resent a scientifically precise, sustained orchestration of a systematic, inten- 
tional massive campaign of extermination.54 

During eighteen months, 75,000 people, nearly all civilians, were slaughtered. In 
the area of highest guerrilla activity, known as the Ixil triangle, approximately 
one-third of the local population may have been killed. 

The war in Guatemala illustrates the violence that can result when regimes 
are militarily threatened by insurgencies with strong popular support from 
the local population. States facing insurgencies that do not pose such a substan- 
tial military threat or that lack strong popular support, on the other hand, have 
frequently waged war with much lower levels of intentional violence against 
civilians. 

When guerrillas do not pose a military threat to the regime's survival, govern- 
ments may be prepared to let even relatively popular insurgencies persist at low 
levels rather than escalate to mass killing. For example, although the IRA insur- 
gency in Northern Ireland and the Basque separatist movement in Spain have put 
political pressure on the British and Spanish governments, neither insurgency has 
challenged state control militarily. As a result, both states adopted strategies fo- 
cused primarily on policing, defense, and (especially in Northern Ireland) negoti- 
ation rather than mass killing of civilians. 

This kind of restraint in the conduct of counterinsurgency is not limited to lib- 
eral democratic states such as Britain and Spain. Even the explicitly racist South 
African regime did not resort to mass killing in its effort to crush the African 
National Congress (ANC) during the 1970s and 1980s. Although the ANC had the 
support of the majority of the black African population, and its military arm com- 
prised 27,000 members, it generally limited its operations to acts of sabotage, dem- 
onstrations, and economic boycotts.55 The South African state was not threatened 
militarily by black violence.56 In its conflict with the ANC and other armed oppo- 
sition groups, the South African regime violated human rights on a massive scale 
and did not shy away from selective political murders. Because the threat from 
the ANC was more political than military in nature, however, and because most 
white leaders understood that widespread attacks against black civilians would in- 

54. Schirmer 1998, 45. Emphasis in original. For similar views on the motives behind the killings 
in Guatemala, see Rubenstein 1987, 221-22; McClintock 1985, 240-59; Jonas 1991, 68-71, 148-52; 
and Landau 1993, 184-86. 

55. Other black resistance organizations, such as the Pan-Africanist Congress, did advocate escalat- 
ing violent attacks on whites, including civilian targets. These groups, however, never received wide- 
spread support and carried out relatively few attacks. 

56. Adam 1983, 133-34. 

This content downloaded from 195.34.79.228 on Mon, 16 Jun 2014 19:40:20 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Mass Killing and Guerrilla Warfare 401 

crease rather than decrease these political problems, white leaders never resorted 
to mass killing as defined here.57 

Even militarily threatening insurgencies are much less likely to generate strong 
incentives for targeting civilians if guerrillas do not receive widespread support 
from the domestic population. This dynamic is reflected in the pattern of violence 
observed during the Cuban Revolution. In 1959, Fidel Castro and fewer than 1,000 
communist guerrillas won a stunning victory over the corrupt dictatorship of Ful- 

gencio Batista, which was backed by more than 30,000 troops. Yet most historians 

agree that the guerrillas had little active support among the local population until 
the final days of the insurgency.58 Although Batista had demonstrated no distaste 
for the violent repression of his political enemies, he had little reason to target 
civilians on a massive scale. In fact, less than a few thousand civilians in total 
were killed by both sides during the conflict.59 

Sometimes guerrillas obtain most of their support from abroad rather than from 
domestic civilian populations. The Contra guerrillas of Nicaragua, for example, 
were based primarily in camps across the border in Honduras and received the 

majority of their logistical support from the United States. The Sandinista regime 
could not launch major attacks against Contra bases in Honduras without risking 
direct American intervention.60 While many Nicaraguans eventually came to op- 
pose the Sandinista regime, only a limited number actively supported the Con- 

tras, who engaged in frequent atrocities against civilians and who continued to 
be associated with the highly unpopular Somoza regime.61 The nature of the war 
meant that the Sandinistas had little incentive to target Nicaraguan civilians in 

counterinsurgency operations. Approximately 15,000 civilians were killed from 
1982 to 1989, but many or even most of these were probably killed by the Con- 
tras themselves. 

Conclusion: War by Other Means 

We have argued that mass killing during war can often be a calculated military 
strategy designed to overcome the difficult problems associated with combating 
major guerrilla insurgencies. Mass killing, in other words, sometimes can be war 

57. Although comprehensive figures for the entire Apartheid era are not available, according to one 
estimate, South African security forces were responsible for roughly 1,200 killings from 1984-88, a 

relatively violent phase of the conflict. See "South Africa Racial Toll Put at 4,000 in 4 Years," New 
York Times, 5 March 1989, A4. 

58. See Corbett 1986, 82-87; Laqueur 1976, 299-303; and Asprey 1994, 698-717. 
59. Wickham-Crowley 1990, 203. 
60. The Sandinistas launched several cross-border raids but never used large numbers of troops or 

remained on Honduran territory for extended periods for fear of U.S. intervention. See Kagen 1996, 
393. 

61. See LeoGrande 1998, 309, 490; Gutman 1988, 301; and "U.S. Backed Rebels Can't Wing in 
Nicaragua, CIA Finds," Washington Post, 25 November 1983, Al. 
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by other means. Hypotheses derived from the literature on genocide do not ac- 
count for most of the variation in mass killing during wars. We found that ethnic 
conflicts were not significantly more likely to escalate to mass killing than politi- 
cal or ideological conflicts. As some scholars expected, democracies were less likely 
than highly authoritarian states to resort to mass killing during war, but the impact 
of regime type was comparatively weak. When faced with powerful and popular 
guerrilla insurgencies, even highly democratic states are likely to resort to mass 
killing. 

As noted above, these findings should not be considered as conclusive evidence 
for or against hypotheses about the causes of genocide because of the important 
differences between genocide and mass killing as defined here. Because many cases 
commonly considered as genocide are included among the list of mass killings 
examined in this article, however, and because many of these episodes occurred 
in the context of guerrilla wars, the results suggest that counterinsurgency may be 
a motive for at least some genocides as well. Indeed, twenty-three of the forty- 
nine cases (approximately 47 percent) of genocide and politicide identified by Harff 
and Gurr during the period between 1945 and 2000 occurred during guerrilla wars. 

Interestingly, although there is strong evidence that states resort to mass killing 
in an effort to defeat insurgencies, in practice this strategy seems to have produced 
decidedly mixed results for its perpetrators, especially in the long run. The Soviet 
Union, for example, was unable to prevail in its war in Afghanistan despite a bru- 
tal counterinsurgency campaign that left more than one million people dead. As long 
as Soviet leaders were willing to pour troops and resources into the war, they man- 
aged to prevent the collapse of Soviet-backed Afghani regime. Yet the Soviets were 
unable to defeat the Mujahideen guerrillas, and the costs of the war, including be- 
tween 15,000 and 26,000 Soviet troops killed in action, ultimately proved too much 
to bear, prompting the Soviet Union to withdraw from Afghanistan in 1988. 

Although we cannot examine this question in detail in this article, we believe 
that mass killing has often failed as a military strategy for the same reasons that 
states seem hesitant to employ it in the first place. The costs and risks of mass 
killing-including its potential to provoke greater opposition, alienate supporters, 
and draw third parties into the conflict-often outweigh its potential as a counter- 
insurgency strategy. Mass killing can keep guerrilla forces at bay, but even the 
most extreme levels of violence are often insufficient to decisively defeat mass- 
based insurgencies. 

If this is so, why do states continue to employ this kind of strategy in guerrilla 
wars? Why, for example, did Russia revert to brutal attacks on civilians in its war 
in Chechnya, only a few years after its withdrawal from Afghanistan? We believe 
that states facing powerful and popular guerrilla opponents have continued to en- 
gage in mass killing because less violent strategies for counterinsurgency have 
proven at least equally costly and prone to failure. Regimes facing well-organized 
guerrilla opponents with strong support from the civilian population have few at- 
tractive options for meeting this threat. Counterinsurgency theorists have often 
touted "hearts and minds" strategies designed to win public support through the 
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promise of material benefits and political reforms as more humane alternatives to 

counterinsurgency. These strategies may be effective when insurgent groups lack 

strong public support, but strategies such as this are seldom practical for regimes 
facing mass-based insurgencies. Few regimes possess the resources necessary to 

provide meaningful, lasting improvements in the lives of hundreds of thousands 
or millions of disaffected citizens. For leaders determined to stave off defeat and 

unwilling to make major political concessions to the opposition, therefore, mass 

killing simply may appear as the most attractive choice among a set of highly 
unattractive options. 

Although our results strongly suggest that guerrilla wars present a major risk of 

provoking mass killing, counterinsurgency clearly is not the only motivation for 
the intentional killing of civilians during war. The British starvation blockade of 

Germany during World War I, for example, is estimated to have killed at least 
250,000 civilians.62 In World War II, the United States intentionally killed be- 
tween 268,000 and 900,000 Japanese civilians and, in collaboration with Great 
Britain, between 300,000 and 600,000 Germans.63 At least six of the thirty state- 

sponsored mass killings that occurred during armed conflict since 1945 occurred 
in nonguerrilla conflicts (See Table Al in the appendix).64 Furthermore, as noted 

above, substate groups can also perpetrate mass killing during the course of con- 
flict. The theories developed and tested in this article cannot explain these events. 

Developing and testing theories that can help us understand these cases, therefore, 
represents an important area for further research.65 

Appendix 

TABLE Al. Mass killing during wars 1945-2000 

Guerilla Mass 
Conflict Start year End year war killing 

Civil wars 

China-Communists 1946 1949 1 1 
Colombia 1948 1962 1 1 
China-Tibet 1956 1959 1 1 
Vietnam, Rep. of 1960 1975 1 1 

(continued) 

62. Gilbert 1994, 391. 
63. Sherry 1987, 260, 314. 
64. Two additional mass killings occurred in mixed guerrilla/nonguerrilla cases. 
65. For a general theoretical investigation of mass killing, including those occurring in nonconflict 

situations, see Chalk and Jonassohn 1990; and Valentino 2004. For reviews of other theories of geno- 
cide see Fein 1993b; and Kuper 1981. 
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TABLE Al. Mass killing during wars 1945-2000 (Continued) 

Guerilla Mass 
Conflict Start year End year war killing 

Iraq-Kurds 1961 1975 1 1 
Sudan 1963 1971 1 1 
Nigeria-Biafra 1967 1969 0 1 
China-Cultural Revolution 1967 1969 0 1 
Cambodia 1970 1975 1 1 
Pakistan-Bangladesh 1971 1971 1 1 
Burundi 1972 1973 0 1 
Guatemala 1974 1984 1 1 
Ethiopia (Eritrean) 1974 1991 1 1 
Ethiopia (Tigre-Ideology) 1974 1991 1 1 
Angola 1975 1991 1 1 
Indonesia-East Tim. 1975 1982 1 1 
Ethiopia (Ogaden) 1977 1982 1 1 
Afghanistan 1978 1992 1 1 
El Salvador 1979 1991 1 1 
Uganda 1981 1986 1 1 
Sudan 1983 1999 1 1 
Iraq-Kurds 1985 1988 1 1 
Somalia (Barre vs. SNM-Isaaqs and others) 1988 1991 1 1 
Rwanda 1990 1994 0 1 
Burundi 1991 1999 1 1 
Yugoslavia-Bosnia 1992 1995 0 1 
Russia-Chechnya 1994 1996 1 1 

Extra-systemic wars 

Franco-Indochinese of 1945 1945 1954 1 1 
Franco-Algerian of 1954 1954 1962 1 1 

International wars 

Korean 1950 1953 0 1 
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