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ASSESSING REVOLUTIONARY AND 
INSURGENT STRATEGIES

The Assessing Revolutionary and Insurgent Strategies (ARIS) series con-
sists of a set of case studies and research conducted for the US Army Special 
Operations Command by the National Security Analysis Department of the 
Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory.

The purpose of the ARIS series is to produce a collection of academically 
rigorous yet operationally relevant research materials to develop and illus-
trate a common understanding of insurgency and revolution. This research, 
intended to form a bedrock body of knowledge for members of the Special 
Forces, will allow users to distill vast amounts of material from a wide array 
of campaigns and extract relevant lessons, thereby enabling the development 
of future doctrine, professional education, and training.

From its inception, ARIS has been focused on exploring historical and 
current revolutions and insurgencies for the purpose of identifying emerg-
ing trends in operational designs and patterns. ARIS encompasses research 
and studies on the general characteristics of revolutionary movements and 
insurgencies and examines unique adaptations by specific organizations or 
groups to overcome various environmental and contextual challenges.

The ARIS series follows in the tradition of research conducted by the 
Special Operations Research Office (SORO) of American University in the 
1950s and 1960s, by adding new research to that body of work and in several 
instances releasing updated editions of original SORO studies.
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The post-Cold War world has challenged the paradigm of Western 
great powers that have dominated world affairs since the Peace of West-
phalia in 1648, which granted permanent and special status to sover-
eign states. Resistance movements targeting established governmental 
authority have existed since antiquity, but the prominence of internal 
conflict in world affairs has grown in the twenty-first century as civil 
wars have replaced interstate wars in frequency. Conventional warfare, 
though still relevant, demonstrated its limits in Vietnam, Iraq, and 
Afghanistan, and the prevalence of insurgencies, coups, popular upris-
ings, and revolutions clearly demonstrates that future threats are likely 
to include a complex brew of irregular conflict centered on resistance 
movements. Preparing to meet such a challenge requires a disciplined 
approach to understanding resistance movements. 

In the latter stages of the Cold War and for the decade following it, 
the US military establishment rose to new levels of performance in joint 
warfare and set the standard for conventional combat power. From the 
messy conclusion of the Vietnam War through shock of the 9/11 attacks, 
the American military invested in the paradigm of integrated land, sea, 
and air warfare aimed at destroying enemy states’ armed forces, their 
capacity to generate armed forces, and in some cases, the offending 
regimes themselves. The assumption that underlies American “tradi-
tional warfare” is analogous to a social pact in which the states involved, 
along with the populations over which they exercise sovereignty, will 
acquiesce in the military outcome and accept the subsequent political 
decisions. Indeed, this form of warfare attempts to keep noncomba-
tants out of the fight and instead focuses on defeating enemy armed 
forces and seizing terrain.

Throughout this period, the joint forces were aware of another 
kind of conflict called “irregular warfare.” US history includes many 
episodes of irregular fights doctrinally defined as “a violent struggle 
among state and nonstate actors for legitimacy and influence over the 
relevant population.”1 However, for most of the military establishment, 
irregular warfare was a secondary concern as the military-industrial 
complex focused its efforts and resources on the problem of defeating 
the conventional armed forces of the Soviet Union and other near-peer 
competitors. Most thought leaders in the military and in policymaking 
circles continued to consider irregular warfare as an aberration—an 
inconvenient deviation from the norm of joint warfare. As the super-
power conflict of the Cold War gave way to the complex and chaotic 



4

The Science of Resistance

state and nonstate conflict of the post-Cold War era, irregular warfare 
has become the norm. It is such a certain feature of every modern 
conflict that doctrine and concepts no longer treat it as secondary or 
exceptional. Instead, it is simply the reality of modern conflict today. 

At the heart of resistance are people who choose to oppose gov-
ernment authority. Resistance begins in the human heart and later 
expresses itself through protests, demonstrations, strikes, clandestine 
organizations, underground newspapers, sabotage, subversion, guer-
rilla warfare, and eventually civil war. The problem becomes an urgent 
matter for strategists and military leaders when resisters organize and 
transition from nonviolent protest into militarization. However, to 
understand the phenomenon, it is crucial to look beyond the masked 
guerrilla and grasp at the nature of resistance itself—its causes, dynam-
ics, and evolution. Instead of dealing with resistance as a secondary 
form of warfare, the goal is to take it on as a subject in its own right.

The study of resistance has continued to evolve throughout the twen-
tieth century and into the twenty-first century as policymakers, defense 
officials, and social scientists in academia have sought to answer simi-
lar questions: What is resistance? How does one know if a country is 
experiencing resistance? What are the most important characteristics 
of resistance? The answers to these questions have shifted considerably 
from the early Second World War era into the post-Cold War period 
alongside changes in the international system, trends toward global-
ization, advances in transportation and communication technologies, 
the availability of resources needed for mobilization, and changes in 
international norm regimes, among other conditions. One of the most 
striking characteristics is the dramatic drop in traditional interstate 
wars, although armed competition among states still occurs, but in 
more nuanced forms. 

The period since the Second World War has also seen tremendous 
changes in the kinds of resistance movements that mount campaigns 
against incumbent governments or occupying forces. Nonviolent civil 
resistance movements were highly effective in achieving their objec-
tives, more so than violent resistance movements. The kinds of actors 
participating in all sorts of resistance movements, whether violent or 
nonviolent, have also evolved as nonstate actors participate in greater 
numbers than ever before. During this period, civil resistance move-
ments in the Middle East ousted the so-called “enduring” authoritar-
ian regimes with considerable security force capabilities in the Arab 
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Spring. Similarly, mass protests against electoral fraud ousted the 
president in Ukraine’s 2005 Orange Revolution. These historical devel-
opments have complicated how scholars, policymakers, and military 
personnel think about resistance, highlighting important distinctions 
that the Special Forces should understand to be effective in our rapidly 
evolving security environment. 

EARLY DEFINITIONS OF RESISTANCE

The modern use of the word resistance was first based on the domes-
tic insurgent movements of Europe against Axis occupying powers in 
World War Two, especially the French Resistance.2 The conception of 
resistance as a domestic effort against an encroaching foreign force had 
a lasting impact on definitions of the term throughout the US military 
as communist regimes were understood as politically executed occupa-
tions. In the original 1963 publication of the seminal Undergrounds in 
Insurgent, Revolutionary, and Resistance Warfare, the Special Operations 
Research Office (SORO) cited a 1949 text, defining resistance as dis-
tinct from revolutions and insurgencies: “operations directed against 
an enemy, behind his lines, by discontented elements among the enemy 
or enemy occupied population.”3 This conception of resistance as 
inherently insurgent in nature remains influential. The 2012 Guide to 
the Analysis of Insurgency defines resistance as a type of insurgency (dis-
tinct from revolutionary, separatist, and other variants) that “seek[s] to 
compel an occupying power to withdraw from a given territory.”4 The 
definitions rely on describing resistance as corollary of interstate war 
and as a product resulting from armed violence.

Alternatively, there has also been a broadening strain of thought on 
the nature of resistance in two regards: first, that resistance does not 
need to be against a foreign occupier, and second, that it does not need 
to be carried out through the predominant use of violent tactics. While 
composing the second volume of SORO’s Casebook on Insurgency and 
Revolutionary Warfare in 2012, the Assessing Revolutionary and Insur-
gent Strategies (ARIS) team, under the direction of the United States 
Army Special Operations Command (USASOC), outlined why it was 
necessary to broaden the criteria for case selection to include nonvio-
lent instances of revolution:
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The original SORO study required that a revolution 
had to involve the use of, or the threat of use of, force. 
Force was open violence, guerrilla warfare, or even 
civil war within the military. Mere propaganda, pro-
test, strikes, or even passive resistance did not meet 
the criteria in the previous study. For modern revolu-
tionary warfare, we have decided to include examples 
of revolutions begotten by either entirely or predomi-
nately nonviolent means . . . These “velvet” revolutions 
can teach the student of modern warfare how mass 
protests, coordinated propaganda and information 
campaigns, and coercive yet nonviolent means can 
topple an entrenched governmental system.5

The trends in US government and military assessments of resistance 
have culminated in the 2016 doctrinal definition, which defines a resis-
tance movement as “an organized effort by some portion of the civil 
population of a country to resist the legally established government or 
an occupying power and to disrupt civil order and stability.”6

RESISTANCE DEFINED IN THE ARIS PROJECT

Resistance is a difficult concept to isolate. Although many modern 
conceptions of resistance are not essentially violent or even political, 
it is important to discern between those definitions or types of resis-
tance that are strategically relevant and those that are not. If the Spe-
cial Forces maintains that only political, armed, and violent variations 
(insurgency, guerrilla acts, and terrorism) deserve study or attention in 
an area of operations, he or she will become susceptible to strategic sur-
prise if movements or groups that have been ignored because they are 
considered nonviolent decide to begin using violent or even armed tac-
tics. On the other hand, however, the Special Forces need to focus their 
attention on those actors of strategic significance, so a useful definition 
of resistance must be bounded enough to avoid distracting the Special 
Forces into focusing on “resistance” groups of little to no consequence 
to the mission. A careful balance is required between broadened situ-
ational awareness and discernment of strategic relevance.

The definition for resistance presented by the ARIS team in the 2016 
Conceptual Typology of Resistance seeks to strike this balance. “Resistance,” 
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it states, “is a form of contention or asymmetric conflict involving par-
ticipants’ limited or collective mobilization of subversive and/or disrup-
tive efforts against an authority or structure.”7 Several concepts here 
need to be elaborated. First, resistance is asymmetric, meaning that the 
conflict or contention is being waged by a less powerful actor against a 
more powerful or authoritative opponent. Second, it must involve the 
mobilization of people (i.e., a single person is not a resistance unto 
themselves), whether it be a mass or a smaller conspiracy. Third, resis-
tance activities must be at least subversive, but they are also primarily 
disruptive. This means that the resistance must at least be planning and 
acting to undermine the power and authority of its opponent, even if 
its operations are not widely apparent. When operations do emerge, 
they cause disruption in the normal operation and functioning of the 
ruling authority.

As a general rule, USASOC has operational concern only for politi-
cal forms of resistance that involve armed or at least violent action. 
However, fewer resistance movements in the twenty-first century start as 
armed or violent endeavors. Civil resistance, where mass mobilization 
to protest and/or riot with an implicit threat of armed violence to com-
pel a government to change policies or even step down from power, is 
now a feature of world politics, even causing regime change across the 
Middle East and in Ukraine. The importance of civil resistance is likely 
to continue as globalization and technology contribute to the erosion 
of sovereignty. 

Resistance does not begin when groups pick up guns or casualty 
counts hit an arbitrary number. Instead, it is a continuous concept, with 
a range of potential tactics and objectives ranging from the discreet 
and nonviolent to the revolutionary and genocidal. The Special Forces, 
when assessing the political and human landscape of an area of opera-
tions, must seek to discern between those movements with potential to 
evolve into military, or at least strategic, players in the battle space, and 
those who will remain on the sidelines of the conflict.

The continuum of resistance includes analysis of different strategies 
and tactics but also the shifting legality of resistance movements.8 Fig-
ure 1 illustrates the different categories of resistance from nonviolent, 
legal resistance to full-fledged belligerency that relies on the use of 
violence to achieve its objectives. Although it periodically shifted from 
legal to illegal, the Solidarity movement in Poland is an example of 
nonviolent legal resistance.9  On the belligerency end of the spectrum, 
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the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias (FARC) in Colombia serves as an 
apt example.10 Resistance movements transition along the continuum 
as the intensity and duration of the violent conflict increases as well as 
when a resistance movement adopts more sophisticated organizational 
structures. However, although this legal continuum is helpful for analy-
sis, it is oftentimes difficult to clearly define the boundaries between 
each category when examining resistance movements.

Identifying shifts along the continuum is important in several 
regards. First, from an academic perspective, it is useful to categorize 
resistance movements at particular points in time to enable cross-case 
comparison to identify regularities or isolate factors that contribute to 
different outcomes in each conflict. Secondly, from an operational per-
spective, identifying a resistance movement’s place on the continuum is 
crucial because it signals when international humanitarian law (IHL) 
applies. IHL impacts the legal status of persons in resistance, whether 
US personnel or indigenous members of the movement, changing 
how foreign governments must treat the individuals when captured to 
ensure the authorities are complying with international law. 

It is important to recognize these objective parameters that help 
identify transitions along the continuum are not the only parameters. 
Because resistance movements are challenging incumbent politi-
cal authorities, identifying the transitions is also a matter of politics 
or policy. 
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Figure 1. Continuum of categories of resistance.
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It is generally not in a state’s interest to identify challengers as 
advancing on the resistance continuum, particularly where it requires 
treating prisoners under IHL. In many cases, it is preferable to cat-
egorize challengers as criminals, not as an organized resistance, sub-
ject only to domestic laws as identifying substantial threats to a state’s 
sovereignty saps its legitimacy.11, 12 However, some resistance activities 
considered illegal by a government, such as speech critical of govern-
ment, is protected under international human rights treaties. In these 
circumstances, persecution of individuals for their political beliefs can 
be the basis for claims for asylum in other countries.

ARIS Resistance Attributes

The ARIS research team has expanded the concept of resistance to 
enable a firmer understanding of its key attributes.13 Regardless of the 
definitions used to describe resistance, treating it as a holistic phenom-
enon present in nonviolent and violent manifestations allows observers 
to unpack the dynamics between organizations involved in collective 
action and their environment. 

The focus is on identifying key attributes of resistance that can aid 
students and practitioners in preparing nuanced analyses of the resis-
tance phenomenon. In previous ARIS works, researchers identified a 
set of sociological concepts, agency and structure, that provides a com-
prehensive framework for thinking about the dynamics of resistance. 
Agency and structure refer to the dialectic between human will and 
the surrounding environment that guides or channels it. Agency refers 
to the capacity of individuals to act and make their own free choices, 
whereas structure refers to broader forces that constrain or shape an 
individual’s capacity to take action. The structures encompass a vari-
ety of factors, including political, social, and economic conditions but 
also norms or values that prescribe appropriate behavioral conduct. 
Structural forces also include institutional arrangements, such as gov-
ernments or religious institutions, each with the capacity to constrain 
or otherwise shape individual behavior. The dialectic that emerges 
between structure and agency alerts observers to the key attributes of 
resistance described later: actors, causality, opportunity, organization, 
and actions. 
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Actors
Resistance requires the participation of actors, defined as those per-

sons or groups that may be directly or indirectly involved in a resistance 
at any given time. This attribute broadly encompasses the individual 
participants in an organized resistance, formal or informal leaders of 
the movement, the general population (or mass base), active or pas-
sive followers or sympathizers, entrepreneurs, opportunists, and exter-
nal supporters (diaspora, nongovernmental organizations, or foreign 
governments).

Causality
Causality refers to the expressed reason or motivation for a spe-

cific occurrence of resistance. Often presented as grievances within an 
ideological or narrative framework for mobilization against a resisted 
structure, this attribute of resistance encompasses the multidirectional 
dynamics between the status quo of those in power and the objectives 
of those who resist. Historical or ethnic dynamics may be at play in the 
causality of a given resistance, but personal slights, self-radicalization, 
and other factors must not be ignored in assessing a holistic picture of 
the foundational dynamics of the conflict.

The idea of accommodation is an important factor within this attri-
bute. Although the causal objectives or grievances may exist within 
certain actors, the ability of the power or authority structure to accom-
modate and alleviate the mounting pressures of discontent that may 
result in resistance can have a significant impact on the emergence, 
intensity, or length of a given movement. Particularly, participatory 
means through which to express and seek recourse for grievances 
could diffuse a resistance by denying it a causal foundation. In this way, 
the causality of many resistance movements, although not all, may be 
characterized as a lack of accommodation to the actors.

Environment
The environment attribute captures the preexisting and emerg-

ing conditions within the political, social, or economic contexts that 
enable or constrain the mobilization of resistance whether directly or 
indirectly. Because there are many environmental factors possibly con-
tributing to resistance mobilization, it is important to focus research 
efforts on those that are the most strategically significant. In the ARIS 
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typology, these factors include the characteristics of the state, social 
structures, the legal environment, and geography, among others. 

Organization
Every resistance has an organizing principle or idea around which 

actors coalesce, as well as some structure (formal or informal) through 
which actors conduct resistance. The rallying points for resistance 
can include a shared identity (e.g., cultural, ethnic, or religious), ide-
ological imperatives (e.g., freedom and justice), a common objective 
(e.g., secure power or basic necessities), charismatic leadership, and/or 
other incentives. In terms of structure, the organization of resistance 
can range from broad-based, decentralized, and leaderless networks to 
rigidly formed hierarchical structures. The organizing principle and 
structure can change over time, evolving in reaction to the shifting 
landscape of opportunities. Other concepts and behaviors associated 
with the attribute of organization include recruitment, fundraising, 
security, and centrifugal versus centripetal dynamics. Organization as 
an attribute preserves the essentially collective nature of resistance as 
a phenomenon. 

Action
Actions are the means by which actors carry out resistance, engag-

ing in behaviors and activities in opposition to a resisted structure. 
Initiated by the agency of individuals organized in pursuit of com-
mon goals, actions can encompass both the specific tactics used by a 
resistance movement and the broader repertoire for action (i.e., strat-
egy). Associated concepts include both violent tactics (terror, targeted 
violence, sabotage, etc.) and nonviolent tactics (protest, propaganda, 
etc.), as well as means for external actor involvement (unconventional 
warfare) and the decisions to strategically restrict actions (legality, tar-
geted versus indiscriminate, etc.) according to opportunities and the 
need for legitimacy.

VIOLENT AND NONVIOLENT RESISTANCE

The study of resistance as a general phenomenon observable across 
a spectrum of cases ranging from nonviolent to violent forms is com-
plicated by decades of research focused almost exclusively on violent 
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resistance. The trend has begun to change as scholars have made con-
siderable conceptual shifts in their studies of resistance and gathered 
enough data on nonviolent campaigns to be able to make worthwhile 
comparisons between violent and nonviolent campaigns. The evidence 
from this emerging field of study revealed surprising findings. Nonvio-
lent campaigns increased in frequency over the past one hundred years 
and were more effective in reaching a group’s political objectives than 
violent campaigns.

The most prominent exception to the exclusive study of violent 
resistance campaigns is the large body of research on social move-
ments. Political scientists, sociologists, historians, and others in the 
field studied the mass movements that relied on civil resistance cam-
paigns against incumbent regimes to better understand how the groups 
formed and mobilized and under which conditions they succeeded or 
failed. Researchers identified important theories, concepts, and mech-
anisms that developed into a robust research program that helped to 
explain the variation in outcomes among social movement cases. One 
important shortcoming of the field, however, was its overriding interest 
in explaining social movements struggling for goals that coincided with 
Western liberal values, such as civil rights, labor movements, or antiwar 
movements. Not only were actors that did not necessarily align with 
these values also forming successful social movements, such as political 
Islamic movements in the Middle East, but sometimes nonviolent cam-
paigns morphed into violent insurgencies, such as the decades-long 
conflict in Northern Ireland. 

As a result, others began to view resistance holistically, arguing that 
the same theories, concepts, and mechanisms used in social movement 
theory could also usefully be applied to explore research questions 
regarding violent campaigns. The research program, called conten-
tious politics, argues that resistance occurs on a spectrum from non-
violent campaigns to full-blown insurgencies. Most importantly, the 
overriding theory of contentious politics is that the incidents, whether 
social movements, revolutions, peasant rebellions, or mass protests, are 
all different manifestations of the same category of phenomena. The 
theory of contentious politics is still just that—a theory—and scholars 
are only beginning to empirically test whether or not violent campaigns 
are a wholly different animal from nonviolent campaigns. 

The contentious politics research program, in turn, coincided with 
other developments in research on political violence. Most research on 
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war, outside of the research on interstate war in international relations, 
has focused on domestic intrastate war, or civil war, because this is the 
predominant form of conflict today. Research on civil war has largely 
treated political conflict as synonymous with violence. In practice, that 
means that civil wars are coded dichotomously. A “0” indicates that in 
a particular case, usually a country or a year, violence is absent or at a 
very low level. On the other hand, a “1” means that violence is present. 
A “1,” then, is a positive case of civil war, whereas a “0” indicates the case 
is negative, that is, that there is no civil war.

While the method is certainly intuitively simple, it may have preju-
diced some researchers to think about conflict strictly in terms of vio-
lence. The absence of violence is equated with the absence of conflict. 
In reality, however, the absence of violence in a country can mask any 
possible number of scenarios. It is certainly possible that there really 
is no ongoing conflict in society. On the other hand, it could mean 
that there are ongoing conflict processes in the country, such as mas-
sive, widespread protests, boycotts, demonstrations, or other forms of 
nonviolent resistance coordinated by organized actors. In this latter 
case, the country might be on the cusp of violence as the state violently 
represses dissenters, leading them to transition to predominantly vio-
lent tactics. Of course, such a trend was evident in Syria during the 
Arab Spring. Several months before the Free Syrian Army and the 
Assad regime began shooting at one another, dissenters took cues from 
events occurring elsewhere in the region during the Arab Spring and 
began organizing and mounting their own civil resistance against the 
authoritarian Assad regime. The resistance, or conflict processes, in 
Syria began long before the shooting actually started.
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Political Science
Political science views resistance as a kind of domestic political conflict. Politi-
cal conflicts as a whole can be violent or nonviolent, and the actors involved can 
include individuals, states, international organizations, and nonstate groups. 
There are four essential components for consideration as a political conflict: (1) 
the conflict is over “values relevant to society,” also called conflict items;a (2) the 
conflict is between at least two decisive and directly involved actors; (3) the conflict 
is carried out by actions (also called conflict measures) “that lie outside established 
regulatory procedures;” and (4) the conflict must “threaten core state functions, 
the international order or hold out the prospect to do so.” Domestic violent and 
nonviolent political conflict (i.e., resistance) is studied in political science as civil 
wars,b, 14 insurgencies, political violence, rebellion, nonviolent uprisings, domestic 
strife, state failure, and political instability. Political science conducts the lion’s 
share of research on the phenomenon of resistance, particularly violent resistance, 
but has adopted theoretical contributions from other disciplines such as social 
movement theory from sociology.

a Conflict items refer to the justifications for fighting and the grievances held for by actors, most com-
monly issues such as territory, secession, decolonization, autonomy, system/ideology, national power, 
regional predominance, international power, and resources. Political conflicts can also involve “ideo-
logical, religious, [and] socioeconomic” factors as conflict items, but the actors must seek a change 
in the political system for the conflict to be considered genuinely political (Heidelberg Institute for 
International Conflict).

b Political science research on civil wars as laid out by James Fearon includes coups d’état, popular 
revolutions, “classical” civil wars, secessionist wars, ethnic wars, ideological wars, wars of decolonization, 
and peripheral insurgencies.  

Overcoming the assumption that only violence is equated with con-
flict has led to a conceptual shift in the study of conflict processes. 
One conceptual shift has already been described; violence may or may 
not be wholly distinctive from nonviolent conflict. If it is, then political 
violence emerges by itself without any attendant nonviolent conflict. 
However, it is more likely that violence is another step in existing, unre-
solved, nonviolent conflicts. From this latter perspective, it is possible to 
identify the conditions under which actors transition to violence from 
nonviolence. 

The assumption that all resistance is part of the same phenomena is 
that the adoption of violence is a choice made by actors. Currently, due 
to the theoretical limitations previously mentioned, researchers have 
not paid sufficient attention to the conditions or triggers that prompt 
actors to adopt violence at a particular time and place. In the case of 
the Northern Ireland conflict, the PIRA decided explicitly to adopt a 
predominantly armed campaign in 1969. The Republicans, although 
in a different organizational form, relied on nonviolent civil resistance 
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to pressure the British government to withdraw from Northern Ire-
land for most of the previous decade. Why 1969? To answer this cru-
cial question, it is necessary to look at a range of conflict cases that 
utilize violence and others that do not. Moreover, it is also necessary to 
gain a better understanding of the full range of possible options avail-
able to the actors, including various nonviolent and violent strategies. 
Research in this area is just beginning; where appropriate, the initial 
findings of this research are discussed in chapter 5. 

Another related assumption regards the presumed effectiveness 
of violence. Actors are assumed to use violence to press their claims 
simply because it is the most effective means at their disposal to wage 
political struggle. The implicit theory is that those making the decision 
are rational actors, carefully estimating the costs and benefit ratio of 
armed violence. When the perceived benefits outweigh the costs, then 
the actor adopts violent tactics. However, the assumption that actors 
turn to violence because of its effectiveness appears to be flawed. In 
some cases, violence is actually a suboptimal outcome in which actors 
are less likely to achieve their goals once violence enters the equation. 
Certainly, violence is costly in terms of commitment and resources, 
although it may be that the actors who employ violence have access to 
only the resources and strategies that facilitate violence. 

Recent work on nonviolent resistance demonstrates that it can be 
an effective strategy for helping actors to achieve their political objec-
tives.15 Previously, most research on nonviolent campaigns used qualita-
tive case study methods that are rich in detail. The research propelled 
the social movement and contentious research programs, helping to 
develop the theories, concepts, and mechanisms necessary to enable 
researchers to gain a better understanding of nonviolent campaigns 
that emerged and mobilized and the conditions under which the cam-
paigns succeeded or failed.16

The compilation of data on nonviolent campaigns has increased 
the possible scope of research on nonviolent campaigns. In 2011, a 
group of researchers released a dataset that included nonviolent and 
violent resistance campaigns from 1900 to 2011.17 The arduous task has 
made possible, for the first time, research that compares the outcomes 
of violent versus nonviolent campaigns. The data includes 323 cases, 
including one hundred nonviolent campaigns since 1900.18, 19  Research 
using the dataset determined that, overall, nonviolent campaigns are 
twice as likely to achieve their political goals than violent campaigns. 



Chapter 1: Introduction

17

The finding holds even when researchers control for factors likely to 
impact those results, including the target regime type and the tar-
get regime capabilities. However, others have contested this finding, 
arguing that nonviolent strategies work best in “easy” cases, where the 
regime is considered more likely to acquiesce to demands by resistance 
movements. In some cases, violent strategies may be adopted in more 
difficult cases where the government is likely to stand resolute in the 
presence of protest. 

Sociology
Sociology views resistance as a type of social movement. Social movement theory is 
a multidisciplinary field across the social sciences, descending from the historical 
study of popular revolutions. Although there is no authoritative definition of social 
movements, it is generally agreed that social movements have three essential char-
acteristics: (1) an informal network between a plurality of individuals, organiza-
tions, and/or groups (2) who are engaged in cultural or political conflict (3) based 
on a shared collective identity. The focus of social movement theory has largely 
moved to “new social movements” (i.e., those since the 1960s that have focused on 
identity and quality of life), as opposed to those that seek specific public policy or 
economic changes. Resistance has been defined very broadly in sociology, causing 
an ambiguous academic environment, where action and opposition are the core ele-
ments of resistance according to sociology, but the sense of action is very broadly 
conceived. Although many of the “resistance” movements studied in social move-
ment theory have little to no overlap with those of interest to the Special Forces, 
their study still offers key insights into how resistance behaves as a phenomenon of 
collective human behavior. 

Conflict Barometer 2013 (Heidelberg, Germany: Heidelberg Institute for International Conflict, 2014), 
http://hiik.de/de/downloads/data/downloads_2013/ConflictBarometer2013.pdf; Crane Brinton, 
The Anatomy of Revolution, Revised Edition (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 1965); Lyford P. Edwards, 
The Natural History of Revolutions (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1927); Paul Meadows, “Se-
quence in Revolution,” American Sociological Review 6, no. 5 (October, 1941): 707–709; Rex D. Hopper, 
“The Revolutionary Process: A Frame of Reference for the Study of Revolutionary Movements,” Social 
Forces 28, no. 3 (1950 March): 271–279; Mario Diani, “The Concept of Social Movement,” The Sociologi-
cal Review 40, no. 1 (1992): 1–25; Jonathan Christiansen, Social Movements & Collective Behavior: Four 
Stages of Social Movements (Ipswich, MA: EBSCO Publishing, 2009); Jocelyn A. Hollander and Rachel L. 
Einwohner, “Conceptualizing Resistance,” Sociological Forum 19, no. 4 (2004): 533–554.

Researchers speculate that nonviolent campaigns may have an 
advantage because of the mass-based participation that characterizes 
the successful campaigns. Violent campaigns exhibit participation prob-
lems because violence requires a higher level of moral, physical, and 
informational commitments than required in nonviolent campaigns. 
Not everyone is suited to perpetrating acts of violence, but consider-
ably more people are suitable for participating in mass protests, sit-
ins, or boycotts. Mass-based participation has advantages in several key 

http://hiik.de/de/downloads/data/downloads_2013/ConflictBarometer2013.pdf
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areas: “enhanced resilience, higher probabilities of tactical innovation; 
expanded civic disruption (thereby raising the costs to the regime in 
maintaining its status quo), and loyalty shifts involving the opponent’s 
erstwhile supporters, including members of the security forces.”20

ROAD MAP

This ARIS primer is intended as an introduction to the latest sci-
ence of resistance for advanced students of resistance in the Special 
Forces. The theories, concepts, and evidence discussed in the following 
chapters draw from all areas of the social sciences but particularly polit-
ical science and sociology, the two disciplines that have produced the 
most research on resistance. Some of the research presented deals with 
violent and nonviolent resistance separately, while other research looks 
at resistance holistically.21 The ARIS project aims to extend this latter 
subfield of research to advance the science of resistance past its current 
preoccupation with primarily violent resistance. This primer also incor-
porates work conducted in previous ARIS volumes, including Human 
Factors Considerations of Undergrounds in Insurgencies and Undergrounds 
in Insurgent, Revolutionary, and Resistance Warfare. Where appropriate, it 
draws illustrative examples from the Casebook on Insurgency and Revolu-
tionary Warfare, Volume II: 1962–2009 and other ARIS publications. 

The chapters in this primer introduce large, overriding questions 
in studies of resistance. Each question has engaged many scholars of 
resistance, and attempts to answer these questions have resulted in 
large bodies of research. In describing the latest research that seeks to 
answer these questions, the discussions focus on the key attributes of 
resistance discussed earlier, describing how resistance actors interact 
with their surrounding environment, from the political opportunities 
they encounter to the organizational strategies they adopt.

In chapter  2, the analysis centers on why some countries experi-
ence conflict, while others do not. The discussion is based on research 
related to civil war onset in political science but also literature from 
social movement theory and the contentious politics research program 
that assesses how interactions between structure and agency impact the 
decisions and actions of resistance movements. The chapter first intro-
duces structural variables, including measures of geography, economic 
grievances, ethnic grievances, and regime types and governance. 
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These variables capture the macro, large-scale institutions, conditions, 
or patterns within which organizations and individuals act. Beyond 
the structural variables, the latter part of this chapter introduces the 
theory of political opportunity developed in the contentious politics 
research program. Political opportunity is a concept that refers to the 
interactions between resistance actors and the environment in which 
they operate, explaining how conditions in the surrounding political 
environment incentivize individuals or groups to make decisions or 
take actions that they otherwise might not have been able to had those 
opportunities not been present.

One of the most enduring puzzles in resistance studies regards 
what leads some people or groups to mobilize to collective action. The 
question is an enduring one because, from the observer’s perspective, 
mobilization is a difficult endeavor. While grievances are plentiful, 
resistance movements are comparatively rare. Chapter 3 introduces the 
predominant theories on mobilization that inform this perspective, 
including the free-riding problem of collective action and how selective 
incentives can overcome the inherent difficulties of collective action. 
At the cognitive level, psychological risk factors sometimes play a role 
in mobilization, although less so than conventional wisdom suggests. 
Other analysis looks at organizational factors that contribute to mobili-
zation, including the role of social networks and affiliative factors that 
encourage individuals to reduce uncertainty through group collective 
identity. Finally, the chapter introduces micromobilization processes in 
the control-collaboration model that assess how interactions between 
civilians and armed actors influence mobilization in unexpected ways. 
The seemingly divergent theories and processes discussed in the chap-
ter are holistically reviewed in terms of resistance movement phases 
developed in previous ARIS works.

Chapter 4 addresses one of the pressing questions motivating the 
ARIS project: why do some groups adopt some strategies and tactics 
over others? While some resistance movements rely on predominantly 
nonviolent tactics, other movements use violence exclusively to press 
their political claims or a mixture of violent and nonviolent strategies. 
Most scholars explain these decisions, particularly those related to the 
use of violence, as resulting from the movement’s rational calculations 
regarding its expected costs and payoffs. However, other approaches 
to the question have revealed how violence emerges from other fac-
tors, including interactions with other actors inside and outside the 
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movement. The interactions prompt mechanisms related to competi-
tion over scarce resources that can propel a movement to use violence. 
This chapter explores not only the transition to violence but also why 
groups use certain forms of violence over others, such as indiscrimi-
nate or selective violence. It assesses how organizational structure, 
resourcing, and territorial control impact a group’s use of violence; the 
lethality, target, and scale of violence; and interactions with the host 
population.

While the previously described chapter investigates the motivations 
of resistance, chapter  5 addresses the equally important question of 
how resistance movements terminate or demobilize and the stability 
of the postconflict environment. Like previous chapters, it includes a 
mixture of research on the specifically violent resistance characteriz-
ing civil wars, but it also addresses the rich theoretical and empirical 
material of social movement theory that incorporates both violent and 
nonviolent resistance. The chapter examines conflict termination but 
also the risk that a country or region will fall back into war after a con-
flict has ended, called recidivism. Violent domestic conflicts can end 
as rebel victories, government victories, or negotiated settlements. In 
the post-Cold War era, negotiated settlements are especially prevalent 
as third parties help opponents reach a political solution to the vio-
lence. However, settlements are particularly vulnerable to recidivism 
because of the lack of trust and commitment between the parties to the 
conflict. Finally, the chapter concludes with a review of the dynamics 
and theories related to the decline of social movements and nonviolent 
resistance as laid out in social movement theory and the field of con-
tentious politics. Demobilization is discussed in terms of success and 
failure as movements are co-opted by the incumbent regime, establish 
themselves within the mainstream political system, or fade out because 
of exhaustion, abeyance, or repressive measures by state security forces.
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Why do violent insurgencies appear in some countries and persist 
for decades, while countries that appear culturally, politically, or eco-
nomically similar experience no such events?1 Many people would like 
to be able to predict when and where such violence occurs. For decades, 
social scientists have been trying to understand which factors increase 
the probability of terrorism, insurgency, or other forms of political vio-
lence occurring in a state. While there is no universal law capable of 
predicting the onset of resistance, the available research points to fac-
tors that make some states more susceptible to political violence than 
others.

This chapter reviews the conditions that increase the risk that a 
country or place will experience internal armed conflict. Structural 
variables are the first set of conditions introduced in this chapter. 
These variables capture the macro, large-scale institutions, conditions, 
or patterns within which organizations and individuals act. Insurgen-
cies form and operate in areas shaped by geographic, social, economic, 
and political systems. These features impact decisions and behaviors 
surrounding a group’s formation, longevity, strategies, and chances for 
success. 

The focus on structural variables has its limitations, particularly for 
Special Forces, who need to translate research into actionable data. 
Although we know that mountainous terrain is a geographic variable 
that increases the likelihood of violent conflict, it is a permanent fea-
ture about which little can be done. The research on structural vari-
ables typically excludes more fine-grained analysis that looks closely 
at the behavior of actors involved in the conflict that contributes to 
resistance or violence. Structural variables, particularly when they are 
fixed (such as terrain), do not shed much light on the triggers that lead 
directly to the adoption of violence by one or more actors in a conflict.2

As a result, the latter part of this chapter moves beyond structural 
variables to a theory developed in the contentious politics research pro-
gram. The theory is based on the concept of political opportunity. It is 
especially helpful because it helps observers identify the more imme-
diate triggers to violence as it incorporates elements of structure and 
agency. Structures refer to the overarching patterns of the physical or 
social world that impact individual behavior in recognizable, predict-
able ways. Agency, by contrast, is a concept that refers to the capacity of 
individuals to act in accordance with their own preferences or beliefs. 
When structure is overemphasized, it makes people appear as if they 
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are mindless automatons responding only to stimuli in their external 
environment. However, if agency is overemphasized, it makes actors 
appear as if they are acting in a vacuum with no constraints from the 
outside world. Both positions are problematic in isolation for explain-
ing why and how resistance movements emerge.

One of the advantages of the contentious politics research program 
is that the theories, concepts, and mechanisms find a balance between 
structure and agency. As one scholar in this field notes, “The wisdom, 
creativity, and outcomes of activists’ choices—their agency—can only 
be understood and evaluated by looking at the political context and the 
rules of the game in which those choices are made—that is, structure.”3 
Emphasizing conflict processes as an interaction between structure 
and agency is particularly important for the Special Forces because the 
value of social science research is ideally the ability to translate aca-
demic findings into best practices for resistance operations.

Nevertheless, the research on structural conditions is important 
because it offers guideposts to those interested in determining which 
countries or regions are more likely to experience conflict than oth-
ers. One of the most robust findings in this literature, for instance, is 
that countries with low levels of income are more susceptible to con-
flict than their wealthier peers. Taken together, the structural factors 
are called the “correlates of war” because wherever political violence is 
present, some of these factors are likely involved. Most of the research 
on these variables relies on quantitative methods to make causal infer-
ences. The quantitative method is usually some form of multivariate 
regression, which is a statistical technique that allows researchers to 
propose a set of predictor variables (e.g., infant mortality, unemploy-
ment, civil wars in neighboring countries, or climate) and an outcome 
variable (civil war outbreak) and then determine which of the variables 
are most strongly associated with the violent events while controlling 
for the other variables. 

There is a large body of quantitative research studying structural 
factors related to civil war.4 Most of the research relies on cross-national, 
time series analysis using several well-known datasets.5 In these studies, 
the outcome variable (the phenomena being measured) is usually the 
beginning of civil war or political violence. This means that for each 
year, every country is coded as a “1” if there is violent political conflict 
in the country and as a “0” if there is not. In one of the most frequently 
used datasets, the Uppsala Conflict Data Program/Peace Research 
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Institute, Oslo (UCDP/PRIO) Armed Conflict Dataset, countries that 
experience an annual rate of twenty-five or more battle deaths between 
the government and nonstate actors receive the “1” coding.6 Research-
ers using the data often distinguish between “major” conflicts and 
“minor” conflicts. Major conflicts are those resulting in more than one 
thousand battle deaths annually. The measure of one thousand battle 
deaths is also frequently used to indicate a full-blown civil war. Find-
ing appropriate measures, and data, for explanatory variables can be 
even more challenging. For instance, for measures of poor economic 
development, researchers rely on a country’s gross domestic product 
(GDP), annual household expenditures, and even nightlight emissions. 
Sometimes, the results of studies vary according to which measure and 
dataset are used.7 

Statistical studies, while offering powerful analyses, present prob-
lems in interpretation. Sometimes, even if a study uncovers a causal 
relationship or mere correlation between the variables, it is not always 
clear what sort of underlying mechanism is driving the relationship. 
For instance, there may be a strong statistical relationship between low 
levels of income and civil war, but does this mean that people revolt 
simply because they are angry about being poor? Does it mean that the 
high levels of unemployment make it easier for insurgents to recruit 
members? Or, do low levels of income measure a hidden factor, such 
as state weakness, not even accounted for in the original analysis? Or 
is the relationship reversed, with political violence leading to increased 
poverty? This chapter discusses not only the correlations between civil 
war outbreak and structural conditions but also the competing theories 
behind the relationship. 

The first part of the chapter discusses five broad sets of factors 
thought to contribute to political violence. Several are human factors, 
including economic grievances, ethnic grievances, poor governance, 
and state weakness. Other factors include a country’s geographic fea-
tures, demographic trends, regional stability, and conflict history. Each 
of these factors has been identified in at least one large-scale study 
relating it to political instability, political violence, or civil war. How-
ever, for each of these factors, one can find at least one study that does 
not find a statistical relationship between that factor and political vio-
lence. We have chosen to err on the side of inclusiveness to present the 
broadest set of possible factors.
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The remainder of the chapter reviews theories that more deftly 
captures the interplay between actors and their environment. Politi-
cal opportunity is a concept that refers to the interactions between 
resistance actors and the environment in which they operate. The 
underlying theory of the political opportunity concept is that fac-
tors in the political environment incentivize individuals or groups to 
make decisions or take actions that they otherwise might not have had 
those opportunities not been present. Generally, the theory is used to 
explain different processes in resistance, but most particularly mobili-
zation, which is discussed in greater detail in chapter 3. However, other 
research looks at how political opportunities shape a resistance group’s 
strategies, tactics, and claims, discussed in chapter 5. 

SOCIOECONOMIC GRIEVANCES

Ethnic Grievances

By some estimates, in about 64 percent of all civil wars since 1946, 
opposing sides have divided along ethnic lines.8 One of the strongest 
risk factors for ethnically motivated political violence is the marginal-
ization or persecution of ethnic identity groups within a state.26 While 
ethnicity is frequently correlated with conflict, it is less clear why eth-
nicity per se drives some conflicts and how such conflicts might differ 
from conflicts motivated by nonethnic grievances.

Some researchers have asked whether ethnically diverse countries 
are, in general, more prone to civil violence. Diversity is measured with 
the ethno-linguistic fractionalization (ELF) index,9, 10 which measures 
the chance that two random individuals in a society would speak a dif-
ferent language.11 However, ethnic diversity itself is not a risk factor. 
Many countries include different religious and ethnic groups that live 
together peacefully.12

However, certain ethnic structures in a society seem to predispose 
countries to violence. The ethnic polarization model, which corrects the 
ELF index, argues that an increase in the number of groups in a soci-
ety decreases the chance for violence. Although somewhat unintuitive, 
the assumption behind the theory is that violence is less likely among 
highly homogenous and highly heterogeneous societies. According to 
this model, conflict is more likely when there are fewer ethnic groups 
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that include a majority group and peripheral minority groups. Ethnic 
polarization appears to account for not only civil war onset but also a 
conflict of longer duration. 

The ethnic polarization model explains ethnic violence as resulting from a majority and 
peripheral minority ethnic group configuration.

Jose G. Montalvo and Marta Reynal-Querol, “Ethnic Polarization and the Duration of Civil Wars,” Eco-
nomics of Governance 11, no. 2 (2010): 123–143; Marta Reynal-Querol, “Ethnicity, Political Systems, and 
Civil Wars,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 46, no. 1 (2002): 29–54.

Ethnic identity is a difficult concept to define, but most agree that 
while it may appear fixed, there is actually a good deal of choice and 
negotiation involved. This means that analyses of ethnic conflict should 
be attentive to the ways in which ethnicity is shaped and reshaped 
throughout conflict processes. One of the classic definitions of ethnic-
ity comes from Donald Horowitz. He argues that ethnic identity exists 
along a continuum of ways in which “people organize and categorize 
themselves,” containing qualities of both birth and choice.13 Often-
times people are born into certain ethnic groups, but choice remains 
an important factor shaping identity as well. Within these parameters, 
Horowitz describes ethnicity as shared characteristics of appearance, 
language, religion, traditions, or some mixture of all of these attributes. 
His emphasis on the choice component of ethnic identity is an impor-
tant one because it highlights how ethnicity is more fluid than it is typi-
cally presented. As a result, depending on the group’s interactions with 
others, its language, religion, or other cultural markers might become 
especially important signifiers of its particular sense of groupness.14 
Nevertheless, ethnicity is a powerful interpretive and mobilizing frame 
among observers and political leaders alike.15, 16

Rwanda’s Tutsi Genocide: Elite Manipulation of Ethnic Identity

In 1994, an orchestrated genocide against the Tutsi ethnic group in Rwanda led to 
the deaths of an estimated eight hundred thousand in a short period of time. The 
perpetrators, the Hutu ethnic group, which controlled the Rwandan government at 
the time, extensively manipulated ethnic identity to mobilize the Hutu population 
to participate in the killings. The divisions between the two groups mostly derive 
from Belgian colonial rule. The colonial powers favored the minority Tutsis, lead-
ing to generations of political and socioeconomic disparity between the two groups. 
The policy was based on perceived distinctions between the Hutu and Tutsi groups, 
arguing that the Tutsis were ethnically superior. After gaining independence, the 
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Hutu took control of the Rwandan government from the Tutsi monarchy. In the 
decades that followed, the Rwandan government battled various Tutsi insurgent 
groups, such as the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RFP), leading to sporadic civil wars. 
Hutu President Habyarimana deliberately used divisions between the Hutu and 
Tutsi groups to consolidate his own power after losing legitimacy because of his 
concessions to the Tutsi in French-led peace negotiations. Relations between the 
two groups rapidly deteriorated after the assassination of Habyarimana. The geno-
cide began almost immediately after the assassination, pushed along by Hutu 
extremists. Communications sponsored by the Habyarimana administration and 
the extremists played up an impending threat of Tutsi attacks, encouraging pre-
emptive strikes against them. Moreover, radio communications helped to dehu-
manize Tutsis among Hutu listeners, calling the group “alien” and “evil incarnate.” 
As the genocide unfolded, Radio Rwanda broadcast twenty-four hours each day, 
encouraging its listeners to kill Tutsis, even providing tactical instruction on how 
best to kill their neighbors.

Bryan Gervais, “Hutu-Tutsi Genocides,” in Casebook on Insurgency and Revolutionary Warfare, Volume II: 
1962–2009 ed. Chuck Crossett (Fort Bragg, NC: USASOC, 2012), 237–264.

Another structure vulnerable to armed conflict is ethnic minority 
rule. In this configuration, an ethnic minority rules over a different 
ethnic majority, excluding the majority from political power. As Ernest 
Gellner describes, “if the rulers of the political unit belong to a nation 
other than that of the majority of the ruled, this, for nationalists, consti-
tutes a quite outstandingly intolerable breach of political propriety.”17, 18 

The ethnic power relations (EPR) dataset captures the extent of politi-
cal inclusion or exclusion of ethnic groups in a state. In this regard, it 
is more theoretically robust than its predecessor, the ELF index, which 
did not measure political exclusion.19 Under these structural conditions 
of ethnic minority rule, violence is more likely.20

Ethnic minority rule occurs when a minority ethnic group rules a majority ethnic 
group(s) through political exclusion.

Andreas Wimmer, Lars-Erik Cederman, and Brian Min, “Ethnic Politics and Armed Conflict: A Con-
figurational Analysis of a New Global Data Set,” American Sociological Review 74, no. 2 (2009): 316–337.

However, ethnic grievances can also derive from economic mar-
ginalization. The theory of horizontal inequality argues that ethnic 
groups that experience both systemic political and economic exclusion 
as a group (in comparison with other groups in society) are more likely 
to engage in armed rebellion than others.21, 22 Perceptions of inequal-
ity are just as important, if not more important, than the realities of 
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inequality. In this regard, the theory is more about the gap between 
people’s expectations and the possibilities afforded them in society. 
Horizontal inequality is similar to relative deprivation, but the former 
looks at group-level inequality while the latter looks at individual lev-
els of inequality.23, 24 Research conducted using this theoretical model 
combines measurements to capture inequality and ethnic settlement 
patterns by using geocoded inequality and ethnic settlement data.25

Horizontal inequality argues that political violence is more likely when groups experi-
ence systemic economic and political exclusion.

Frances Stewart, Horizontal Inequalities and Conflict, ed. Frances Stewart, (Palgrave Macmillan: New York, 
2008); Lars-Erik Cederman, Nils B. Weidmann, and Nils-Christian Bormann, “Triangulating Horizontal 
Inequality: Toward Improved Conflict Analysis,” Journal of Peace Research 52, no. 6(2015): 806–821; Lars 
Erik Cederman, Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, and Halvard Buhaug, Inequality, Grievances, and Civil War 
(New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2013).

Economic Grievances

Political violence is more likely to occur in countries with lower levels 
of economic development and less likely to occur in prosperous coun-
tries, making economic deprivation a risk factor for conflict processes. 
A country’s overall level of economic development is an important fac-
tor influencing levels of political stability.26 Economic development is a 
broad topic open to numerous interpretations in research. Researchers 
use different proxies to capture a country’s level of economic develop-
ment, sometimes alone or in combination with others.27 Each of these 
has been shown to have a relationship with political violence: energy 
usage per capita, per-capita income,28 infant mortality,29 and level of 
secondary schooling among males.30

As with many of the structural variables discussed in this chapter, 
it is difficult to precisely pinpoint how lower levels of economic devel-
opment are connected to conflict processes.31 Researchers, and the 
evidence, disagree on the causal link between poverty and political vio-
lence. The most intuitive argument is likely wrong. Political conflict, 
particularly violent political conflict, does not result only from a popu-
lation’s anger about poverty or deprivations related to poor education, 
health care, or employment. Grievances may spur participation in food 
riots and petty crime, for instance, but sporadic, spontaneous outbursts 
are different from organized resistance movements that persist over 
time. 
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Economic opportunity is used to explain mobilization into resistance groups. When eco-
nomic development in an area is poor, people are more likely to join a movement because 

it provides the best economic payoff available.

David Keen, “The Economic Functions of Violence In Civil Wars, “ The Adelphi Papers 38, no. 320 
(1998): 1–89.

One theory indirectly linking poor economic development and 
political violence uses the rationale of economic opportunity.32,  33 
Insurgent organizations likely have an easier time recruiting among 
poor populations because they are able to provide financial incentives 
that benefit most individuals more than any other economic incentives 
available in a depressed area. That is, people living in very poor areas 
are likely to join an insurgency simply because it is the best financial 
decision available.34

Another widely accepted theory is that lower economic develop-
ment is itself a proxy for a weak state. Countries that cannot provide 
good education and health care outcomes for their citizens are unlikely 
to be able to provide other crucial services, including security.35 Weak 
states are less able to protect their governments and citizens against 
insurgent activity, providing more opportunities and incentives for 
insurgencies to grow and thrive. Finally, poor economic development 
and political violence often form a vicious circle whereby political vio-
lence, driven partly by poor development, further degrades develop-
ment, ultimately leaving the country at a greater risk for future violence 
after one conflict ends.36

Finally, some theories of poor economic development and conflict 
processes focus on perceptions of economic inequalities among indi-
viduals and groups in society. Relative deprivation accounts for the for-
mer and horizontal inequality the latter. Ted Gurr’s influential book, 
Why Men Rebel, proposes relative deprivation as the theory explaining 
how poor economic development contributes to conflict processes. The 
theory describes the mismatch between peoples’ levels of expectation 
regarding their economic situations and the realities of their economic 
situations.37 Occasionally, the chasm between a person’s expectations 
and reality is quite large. People that have experienced sudden negative 
changes of fortune are particularly vulnerable to experiencing relative 
deprivation or feelings of anger or jealousy of peer groups who are 
more economically prosperous. Relative deprivation theory maintains 
that this sort of discontent can lead to organized rebellion. The major 
revolutions of France, Russia, and China, famously studied by Theda 
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Skocpol, fit this pattern. In each case, the state was failing to modern-
ize as fast as its neighbors, leading to widespread dissatisfaction among 
elites who were in a position to observe their comparative failures.38 

However, like economic deprivation, relative deprivation is considered 
to be a general risk factor but only an indirect cause of political violence.

Relative deprivation describes the mismatch between peoples’ levels of expectation 
regarding their economic situations and the realities of their economic situations. When 

relative deprivation occurs, individuals are more likely to participate  
in armed rebellion.

Ted Robert Gurr, Why Men Rebel, (London, UK and New York, NY: Routledge, 2011), 24.

More recently, scholars emphasized horizontal inequality as 
opposed to relative deprivation. Whereas relative deprivation concen-
trates on individual cognitive factors, horizontal inequality captures 
aggregate levels of inequality across the group.39 Central to this theory 
is that humans, being inherently social beings, strongly identify with 
groups and evaluate their group’s success relative to others. As a result, 
the theory ties together research linking ethnic political exclusion and 
poor economic development to conflict processes. The effect of hori-
zontal inequality is more pronounced when ethnic groups have recently 
experienced a loss of state power. The presence of horizontal inequality 
dynamics in a country increases its risk for violent conflict.40 Moreover, 
the violence is likely to be concentrated in the geographic areas where 
horizontal inequality is most prevalent.41

DEMOGRAPHICS

There is some evidence that certain demographic patterns are posi-
tively linked to political violence. One frequently cited pattern is pro-
portionally large populations of young people in comparison with the 
adult population. The so-called youth bulge may have contributed to 
historical conflicts, including the European Revolutions of 1848, the 
rise of Nazism in Germany in the 1930s, and the American anti-war 
and civil rights protests in the 1960s.42 Henrik Urdal examined a large 
historical dataset and found a relationship between nations with a com-
paratively large percentage of young people (fifteen to twenty-four years 
old) and levels of smaller scale political violence.43 Moreover, the effects 
of the youth bulge are more pronounced under conditions of economic 
stagnation. When there are avenues for migration, however, the effects 
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are less pronounced, suggesting that migration acts as a release valve 
for discontented youth.44 However, another researcher notes that the 
impact of low income levels usually trumps the effect of the youth bulge 
in statistical models.45

Youth bulge is a demographic pattern in which a population has a disproportionately 
large youth population in comparison to the older population.

There are several theories about why a youth bulge is a risk factor 
for armed conflict. Unemployment and lack of economic opportunity 
are usually considered the most important elements. Societies cannot 
provide enough jobs for a sudden swell in young adults, so frustration 
and unemployment cultivate grievances against state authorities. Sec-
ond, the presence of large numbers of military-age males (sixteen to 
thirty years old) provides a recruiting pool for existing resistance move-
ments. A third factor may be that young people are more mobile and 
more likely to move to urban areas in search of employment, where 
urban overcrowding and the concentration of young, restive people 
may create conditions for street protests.46 A fourth factor is psychologi-
cal. Young people, especially those who are unattached, may be more 
likely than their elders to protest against grievances that are felt by all 
and may be more accepting of the risks associated with protest against 
the government, particularly autocratic regimes. Lastly, one unex-
pected factor comes from the expectation of youth revolts among state 
rulers. Because it is generally acknowledged that countries with a youth 
bulge are more prone to violence, rulers of young states are more likely 
to engage in repressive behaviors against them.47

The youth bulge theory is relevant to security concerns among 
regions prone to violence. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, 
about two-thirds of new civil war outbreaks occurred in demographi-
cally young countries. Currently, sub-Saharan Africa has a higher con-
centration of young people than any other region in the world, and 
its youth population growth rate is also the highest in the world. Alto-
gether, nearly half of the world’s population is under the age of thirty; 
of that global youth cohort, around 86 percent live in the developing 
world.48
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REGIMES AND GOVERNANCE

A country’s system of government, or regime type, is also a poten-
tial risk factor for armed violence. Regime type is typically scored on a 
spectrum from highly repressive regimes, sometimes called authoritar-
ian or closed regimes, to fully democratic or open regimes. There is 
an abundant class of regimes residing in the middle of the spectrum, 
called anocracies, illiberal democracies, or hybrid regimes, that mix 
features of democracy and authoritarianism. Common sense might 
suggest that the most closed and repressive governments are the most 
at risk, but an analysis of the costs and benefits of violent and nonvio-
lent resistance against open and closed governments presents a more 
nuanced picture. 

It is generally agreed that consolidated democratic governments 
are the least vulnerable to violent opposition.49 However, this does not 
mean that opposition is entirely absent in democratic governments. 
Open democracies offer nonviolent channels for opposition, including 
elections, public protests, and other forms of free speech that can be 
practiced within the legal framework of society. As a result, most oppo-
sition groups understand that there is little benefit in opposing the 
government through armed force when there are other less costly yet 
effective means of opposition available. Opposition groups interested 
in using violent tactics would also have difficulty gaining supporters for 
the same reason. Democracies are also thought to reduce violent con-
flict because democratic institutions offer greater avenues for bargain-
ing with authorities and reducing commitment problems for reforms 
when groups oppose the state.50

By contrast, highly repressive regimes offer few legal means of 
resistance. The most repressive regimes prevent opposition groups 
from forming and are thus notably stable. These regimes usually have 
effective security forces that are free from legal restrictions on intel-
ligence gathering, interrogation, or arbitrary arrest. Before the Arab 
Spring, the Middle East was home to some of the most repressive, but 
long-lasting, authoritarian regimes in the world. Scholars speculated 
that the primary reason Middle Eastern states held out so long against 
meaningful liberal reform was the robustness of the security forces, a 
highly effective, coercive apparatus resistant to political reform or tran-
sition to democracy.51 In the case of Egypt during the Arab Spring, the 
refusal of the military to violently repress the masses of protesters in the 
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country was the central feature facilitating President Hosni Mubarak’s 
ouster.52 In authoritarian countries with robust security forces, most 
dissent is quashed before it can gain momentum. For these reasons, 
highly repressive regimes, such as that in North Korea, are typically 
stable despite the grievances their citizens may hold against them.

Many modern states fall somewhere between consolidated democ-
racy and the most repressive dictatorships. These blended regimes are 
called anocracies, hybrid regimes, or illiberal democracies. Blended 
regimes share features common to both authoritarian and democratic 
governments. For instance, an anocratic regime may allow opposition 
political parties to form and participate in elections but rig elections 
so that the ruling party is never seriously challenged. Anocracies are 
also described as states with weak central governments lacking effective 
policing and counterinsurgent components.53 Many researchers inter-
ested in questions relating to the influence of regime type on civil war or 
other violent conflict often rely on the Polity Project dataset to measure 
a country’s type of regime. The dataset assigns every country democ-
racy ratings on a scale from most authoritarian to most democratic. 
Polity scores account for the following subcomponents: competitiveness 
of political participation, regulation of political participation, competi-
tiveness of executive recruitment, openness of executive recruitment, 
and constraints on chief executive.54

Anocracies, hybrid regimes, or illiberal democracies share features common to both 
authoritarian and democratic governments.

The correlation between anocracies and civil war is the so-called 
inverted U-shaped curve because anocratic countries with middle-
range Polity scores are more likely to experience civil war.55 The insta-
bility of anocracies is attributed to the policies of hybrid governments 
that allow enough freedom of speech and assembly to allow opposition 
groups to form but are autocratic enough that challengers are often 
put down forcefully, causing opposition groups to believe they must 
resort to violence to achieve their aims. These hybrid governments: 

possess inherent contradictions . . . . [They] are partly 
open yet somewhat repressive, a combination that 
invites protest, rebellion, and other forms of civil 
violence. Repression leads to grievances that induce 
groups to take action, and openness allows for them to 
organize and engage in activities against the regime.56
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Not only can regime type impact a country’s risk for civil war, but it 
can also affect how the government rules its citizens. Governments that 
cannot fulfill the basic services typically attributed to the responsibility 
of state governments, such as the assurance of security and access to 
health care and education, are said to have poor governance capabili-
ties. As previously discussed in the section on economic grievances, low 
levels of income or poor economic development are indicators that a 
country is more likely to experience a civil war than its more economi-
cally developed peers. Less certain, however, is why low income is asso-
ciated with a higher risk for armed conflict. Using a theory based in 
economics, some speculate the effects occur through the labor market, 
meaning there are more individuals available for recruitment by armed 
groups and these individuals are more likely to positively respond to 
financial incentive.57 The correlation between low income levels and 
civil conflict is probably not a direct one but is related to a third factor 
not included in the hypothesis. It might also be the case that low income 
indicates some other hidden factor associated with poor governance, 
including high levels of corruption, poorly performing security forces, 
poor rule of law, and low levels of accountability. This hypothesis is 
supported by data that show that countries rated poorly on governance 
tend to also have low income levels.58 Several datasets are available 
for measuring the quality of governance, including the World Bank’s 
Worldwide Governance Indicators and the Political Risk Services (PRS) 
International Country Risk Guide.59

GEOGRAPHY

Bad Neighborhoods and Conflict Traps

Countries with a history of violence are more likely to experience 
violence in the future.35 The effect is so pronounced that most instances 
of civil war today are not first-time occurrences. About fifty years ago, 
most civil wars occurred in societies that had not experienced a previ-
ous conflict. Today, around 90  percent of civil wars are recurrences 
of previous conflicts.60 The threat of recurring civil war is called the 
“conflict trap.”61 Even if a state itself has not experienced civil war, if its 
neighbor has, that state is at increased risk for conflict.62

Researchers in the social sciences have identified political and psy-
chological reasons for the conflict trap. The simplest cause may be the 
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available supply of weapons and people trained to use them, either in-
country or nearby. When a conflict ends, weapons suppliers and sol-
diers remain, leaving enduring organizational legacies of violence that 
make future violent mobilization more likely.63 Civil war violence can 
also exacerbate the economic and political conditions that contributed 
to conflict in the first place. Poorer, weaker states are more likely to 
experience violence than other countries.64 Additional facets of conflict 
outcomes shape the potential for civil war recurrence, particularly how 
the previous conflict terminated. Civil wars that end through negoti-
ated settlement, for instance, are more likely to recur than other types 
of termination, usually because both sides maintain the military capa-
bility to reignite the conflict.65 Negotiated settlements are more likely 
to endure when they are secured by third parties and include power-
sharing agreements, especially regarding security sector reform.66

The conflict trap refers to the tendency for countries that have experienced one civil war 
to break down into violent conflict after a period of peace.

Civil wars tend to cluster in certain regions, the so-called bad neigh-
borhoods. A possible reason violence bleeds across borders is the large 
number of refugees or other displaced persons. These refugees may 
strain the resources of adjacent areas and be seen as economic competi-
tors, leading to violence. The refugees may hold claims on their prior 
land (such as displaced Palestinians) or have other grievances (e.g., lost 
relatives and friends) to be redressed with violence in a new location.67 
Refugee flows can also alter the ethnic balance of host states, making it 
more likely that the conflict will spread there. This effect occurs when 
refugees have ethnic kin in their host state.68

However, psychological processes also contribute to clusters of 
regional violence. Most people have natural inhibitions toward the 
perpetration of violence, and most cultures have norms and practices 
designed to curb violence and its effects. In general, populations can 
become desensitized to violence over time, which begets more violence 
in the future. Children who witness adults behaving aggressively, for 
example, tend to imitate the aggression. Exposure to violence will lead 
some to commit more acts of violence, through desensitization or imi-
tation, affecting how quickly people intervene or punish incidents and 
generally weakening cultural mores that prevent violence. Colombia, 
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for instance, a country that has experienced decades of egregious 
insurgent violence, is described as a society in which violence is a “per-
manent characteristic,” marked by high levels of homicides and assas-
sinations even outside politically motivated violence.69

Countries that share borders with states experiencing a civil war are more likely to expe-
rience a civil war themselves. These regions are called bad neighborhoods.

Mountainous Terrain and Peripheries

The geographic features of a country are often cited as risk factors 
for conflict, whether it is slope elevation, mountainous terrain, or rural 
countryside. In the past, most resistance movements either began, or 
solidified, their presence in the countryside on the periphery of state 
power.70, 71 Rough terrain is a typical topographical feature correlated 
with rebel activity as it provides safe havens and resources for insur-
gents.72, 73 For instance, it features in Che Guevara’s foco theory, in which 
rural-based guerrillas extend operations from the periphery of the 
country to its center of state power to overthrow the incumbent regime. 
The small bands of guerrillas provide a focus for a society’s grievances 
against the regime, preparing the way for a mass-based insurgency or 
civil war. More recently, insurgent groups such as the Afghan Taliban 
benefited from the mountainous terrain of Afghanistan, making pursuit 
and surveillance by countervailing forces difficult. Likewise, the Viet-
cong in Vietnam benefited from dense forest cover despite American 
attempts at defoliation.74 Several studies found a relationship between 
mountainous terrain and the incidence of civil war in a country,75 but 
a consistent relationship between forests and insurgent activity has not 
been found.76 Less clear are the reasons behind the relationship. Most 
theories explaining this relationship center on insurgent viability and a 
state’s capacity to govern.
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Colombia: Rugged, Mountainous Terrain and Sustained Insurgency

Colombia’s physical environment is a central factor in the violence that continues 
to plague the country today. The country is infamous for its imposing terrain. At 
the northern end of the Andes mountain range, Colombia’s landscape is domi-
nated by commanding peaks—some reaching a height of seventeen thousand feet. 
The average peak in the country is a more modest nine thousand feet. Its rugged, 
mountainous interior shaped settlement patterns and troubling political legacies 
contributed to both historical and ongoing cycles of violence in the past and in 
the contemporary era. Its rugged landscapes offered safe havens for numerous 
insurgent and paramilitary groups. Most notably, Colombia’s geography, along-
side its political history, played a key role in the development of its weak central 
state. Colombia’s weak state capacity presents a threefold danger to its political 
stability—it foments grievances in underserved areas, allows the emergence and 
sustainment of insurgent organizations, and gives rise to armed self-defense and 
paramilitary groups.

In the modern era, physical environments encompass more than a country’s natu-
ral landscape. In the past century, many countries, including Colombia, have wit-
nessed historically unprecedented rural migrations to urban environments. Most 
of the world’s population now lives in cities, not the rural countryside. The FARC 
and the Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN), two of the most enduring leftist 
guerrilla groups in the country, developed strategies that relied heavily on exploit-
ing the rural hinterlands and the populations those lands supported. The groups 
relied on the inaccessible geography for headquarters, training camps, and safe 
havens to evade Colombian security forces. Another guerrilla organization, the 
Movimiento 19 de Abril (M-19), followed the urbanizing trend instead, adopting 
an urban-based strategy. Operating in the city presented difficulties for the group, 
especially in regard to operational security, given the high state intelligence pen-
etration within urban environments such as Bogotá, Cali, and Medellín. Whether 
in terms of organizational structure or military strategy, the physical environment 
in which the insurgents live impacts how the insurgents, and counterinsurgents, 
operate.

Katherine Raley Burnett, Christopher Cardona, Jesse Kirkpatrick, Sanaz Mirzaei, and Summer Newton, 
Case Studies in Insurgency and Revolutionary Warfare: Colombia (1964–2009) (Fort Bragg, NC: USASOC, 
2012), 17–30.

The most frequently cited mechanisms connecting rough terrain 
and conflict are the positive effects rough terrain has on insurgent 
viability and the negative effects on state power. As in the cases pre-
viously mentioned, rough terrain can provide a safe haven for rebel 
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groups, providing coverage from detection and aerial attack. Groups 
such as the FARC in Colombia and the Abu Sayyaf in the Philippines 
have used such forested areas as safe havens. Forests also provide valu-
able food and timber resources that can support insurgencies. The 
Karen National Union insurgents in Burma continue to exploit the 
country’s valuable teak resources to help finance the world’s longest-
running insurgency.77 The impact of forest cover on insurgent activity, 
while readily apparent in Burma, is confined to several states, rather 
than a general trend impacting conflict patterns across a great number 
of cases.

Rough terrain hinders a state’s ability to effectively operate within 
its own territory. Areas of rough terrain may be far from the capital and 
lack the basic infrastructure, such as roads, necessary for the state to 
access and maneuver in these areas. As a result, as in some mountain-
ous areas in Afghanistan, the government has little, if any, authority 
over residents there. This absence of the state can create opportunities 
for insurgencies to emerge and flourish. Poor state capacity in these 
regions can also contribute to socioeconomic conditions that fuel rebel-
lion, primarily the lack of infrastructure, the lack of basic social services 
such as health care and education, and poor economic opportunities. 
Many states have rough terrain, and not all of these states are embroiled 
in conflict. Conversely, some regions that experience conflict, such as 
Anbar Province in Iraq, are flat and open. Also, some insurgencies, like 
the one in Northern Ireland, take place almost entirely in urban set-
tings. One researcher describes the complex relationship thus:

What the theory does predict is that rebels who seek 
refuge in the mountains are better able to withstand a 
militarily superior opposition . . . that rebel groups will 
take advantage of such terrain, whenever available. We 
do not believe that terrain in and of itself is a cause of 
conflict, nor does the rough terrain proposition antici-
pate such a relationship.78

In short, rough terrain is correlated with conflict, but that does not 
mean it causes conflict or that rough terrain is necessary for a conflict 
to emerge. In another study, researchers found that insurgent activity 
was more likely to coincide with areas of strategic importance than with 
areas that offered simple safety. Rough terrain, whether mountains or 
forest, is suitable for safe havens but might be too far from important 
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targets to offer much strategic advantage for an attacking force. In a 
study of conflict in six African states, researchers found that states’ so-
called “pressure points”—areas “proximate to important strategic and 
economic sites,” whether airports, areas with high road density, or large 
population centers—demonstrated the highest risk for experiencing 
insurgent activity, not rough terrains.79

Other geographic features, like location and distance, have also 
been found to impact conflict patterns and processes. Generally, 
research shows that regions farther from the capital are at higher risk 
for conflict, as well as those closer to international borders.80 Proxim-
ity to international borders is a risk factor for conflict because insur-
gents often use neighboring countries, either willingly or unwillingly, 
as a safe haven from state forces. Moreover, conflicts between evenly 
matched belligerents are more likely to occur in proximity to the capi-
tal, whereas asymmetrical contests are usually confined to the periph-
eries far from the center of power.81 The effects of state inaccessibility 
on conflict processes are more pronounced when married with eth-
nopolitical exclusion of the affected communities.82 The mechanisms 
underlying the relationship between geographic location and insur-
gent activity are not clear cut. Most often, the relationship is explained 
in terms of declining national strength as the government travels far-
ther from its seat of power in the national capital. Kenneth Boulding 
called this the loss of strength gradient (LSG). As a result, the state has 
less capacity and presence in peripheral regions, providing an opportu-
nity for rebels to emerge and grow.83 The LSG captures the importance 
of poor military presence in peripheral regions but also a lack of state 
capacity to provide adequate social provisions, such as education and 
health care, that might contribute to the emergence of violence.84

The LSG predicts that states have less capacity to assert their power the farther away 
from the state capital.

POLITICAL OPPORTUNITIES

The theory of political opportunities is a quasi-structural condition 
that explains different components of the resistance process by focusing 
on the interactions between resistance actors and their environment. It 
also focuses on both violent and nonviolent resistance, although it was 
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first used to explain the latter form of resistance. One of the advan-
tages of this approach is that the focus is relational; the theory provides 
a good conceptual toolbox for analyzing a resistance as an unfolding 
process, rather than as a static phenomenon. The underlying theory 
of the political opportunity concept is that factors in the political envi-
ronment incentivize individuals or groups to make decisions or take 
actions that they otherwise might not have had those opportunities not 
been present.85

The concept of political opportunity highlights factors in the political environ-
ment which incentivize individuals or groups to make decisions or take actions 
regarding participation in resistance that they otherwise might not have had 

those opportunities not been present.

Sidney Tarrow, one of the pioneers of this theory, notes that history 
is replete with people and societies that have suffered from deprivation, 
oftentimes at the hands, directly or indirectly, of institutional authori-
ties. The incidence of resistance against those authorities, such as the 
French Revolution, is quite rare. One of the differences, Tarrow argues, 
between those instances when resistance might have occurred but did 
not and those instances when it did occur, is political opportunity: 

What does vary widely from time to time and place 
to place are the levels and types of opportunities peo-
ple experience, the constraints on their freedom of 
action, and the threats they perceive to their interests 
and values.86

However, while political opportunities may explain why groups 
mobilize at some junctures or adopt certain strategies, opportunities 
are a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for resistance groups to 
succeed against their opponents.87

The theory of political opportunity emerged at a time when most 
social science researchers viewed resistance as a primarily individual 
psychological process. Resistance was viewed as an irrational endeavor 
driven by changes or weaknesses in society that prompted psychologi-
cal responses resulting in collective action. The psychological responses 
were alternatively characterized as resulting from structural strains 
that produced feelings of alienation, anxiety, or hostility. Once those 
feelings reached a certain threshold, organized resistance resulted. In 
this classical model of resistance, participants were not seen as aiming 
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to achieve political goals so much as seeking a means to manage 
uncomfortable psychological conditions. These views gave way to more 
nuanced concepts of resistance that viewed it as a rational endeavor 
when it became clear, particularly during the 1960s, that resistance 
could produce meaningful and lasting changes in government policies 
and social values. The emphasis also shifted from individuals in resis-
tance to the organizations individuals formed to achieve their objec-
tives, as well as motivations outside structural strain.88

In response to criticisms of the theories of resistance previously 
described, Doug McAdam proposed a new model for explaining resis-
tance, called the political process model, which helped propel research 
on political opportunity. The model described resistance as the cul-
mination of long-term political processes dictated by the existing 
power configurations in society, rather than the dramatic, short-term 
processes depicted in the classical strain model. He identified three 
key factors in the political process model that explained the rise and 
decline of resistance movements, including the level of organization 
among the relevant population, positive assessment for the success of 
the insurgency, and the configuration of political actors within the 
government.89

The political process model describes resistance as the culmination of long-term political 
processes dictated by the existing power configurations in society.

Political Opportunity: US Civil Rights Movement

Doug McAdam applied his political process model to black protest movements in 
the United States in the period surrounding the civil rights movement. He used the 
model to explain the movement’s rise and eventual decline. He found that there 
were several political opportunities that facilitated the rise of the African Ameri-
can protest movement: the Supreme Court ruling on Brown versus Topeka Board of 
Education, the decline of the cotton economy, and a drop in the number of black lynchings. 
The shifts in political opportunity increased a sense of efficacy among African American 
populations and encouraged greater organizational efforts. McAdam described the emerging 
sense that changing the political and social status quo was as possible as cognitive liberation. 
The efforts contributed to the growth of social networks in the black churches, black colleges, 
and southern chapters of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People that 
were integral to the success of the civil rights movement.

Doug McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency, 1930–1970 (Chicago, IL and Lon-
don, UK: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 40–42.
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Eventually, the concept of political opportunity evolved to incorpo-
rate three broad categories of variables, called the political opportu-
nity set. The first, political opportunity structures, refers to the formal 
or permanent dimensions of the environment that shapes incentives 
for resistance. The second, the configuration of actors, assesses the 
existing relationships between powerful actors in the environment. 
The actors include a resistance group’s potential allies, its adversaries, 
and influential bystanders. Lastly, the political opportunity set includes 
the dynamic process of ongoing interaction between resistance groups 
and their adversaries that impact the group’s strategies, tactics, and 
political objectives or claims. Each of the variables are powerful tools 
for better understanding resistance processes and their outcomes.90

The political opportunity set is comprised of three interrelated concepts that explain the 
political context surrounding conflict processes. The concepts  include political opportu-

nity structures, the configuration of actors, and  
dynamic interaction.

The political opportunity structures capturing the formal or perma-
nent dimensions of the environmental context can include a regime’s 
openness, its capacity for carrying out its dictates, and the methods 
with which it handled challengers in the past. Some of these factors 
have already been discussed, where the levels of democratization or 
authoritarianism in a regime impact how a resistance movement devel-
ops according to the costs and benefits associated with each end of 
the spectrum. However, the contentious politics framework teases out 
the distinctions driving the authoritarian and democratic responses 
to resistance and incorporates studies of violent and nonviolent move-
ments. Charles Tilly and Sidney Tarrow, for example, use two measures 
to identify critical characteristics of a regime. The first, a regime’s level 
of democracy, measures how open a political system is to challengers. 
Established democracies tolerate a great deal of challenge so long as 
the resistance follows the rules of the game (i.e., no violence). The sec-
ond, a regime’s capacity, refers to the ability of a state to enforce its poli-
cies. A state may wish to be more authoritarian and crush challenges to 
its rule, but it may lack the coercive capacity to carry out its preferred 
response.91

In general, regimes that have high levels of democracy combined 
with high capacities are least likely to experience organized violence but 
probably experience a great deal of civil resistance through more-or-less 
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legitimate channels. By contrast, regimes with low levels of capacity and 
low levels of democracy are in a zone called fragmented tyranny, where 
violent resistance is more likely to occur than other types of resistance. 
It is in these regimes that most civil wars take place. Likewise, resistance 
in high-capacity, undemocratic regimes is more likely to be clandestine 
and characterized by brief confrontations met with repressive measures 
by security forces.92 When some of these regime characteristics shift 
in some way, the opportunities available to resistance actors also shift, 
which can explain why some resistance movements opt to mobilize or 
adopt certain strategies and tactics at a particular point in time. States 
undergoing the process of democratization or de-democratization, for 
instance, signal the presence of shifting alignments among elites and 
stakeholders that resistance actors can leverage to gain powerful allies 
that support them.93

The political opportunities available to resistance movements are 
also shaped by the configuration of three important sets of actors in 
a political environment: allies, adversaries, and bystanders. There are 
many potential allies available to resistance movements that can act as 
a force multiplier. Some allies might be sympathizers, important policy 
makers in a targeted government, material or ideological support by 
foreign governments, or powerful interest groups able to apply pres-
sure on government authorities to meet resistance demands. Increas-
ingly, well-funded and well-respected nongovernmental organizations 
can also be influential allies. Adversarial actors also cover a wide range, 
some more unexpected than others. Most often the primary adver-
saries are government authorities or security forces. However, adver-
saries can also be countermovements that are not necessarily part of 
the incumbent administration. The longrunning leftist insurgency in 
Colombia, for instance, has for a long time battled paramilitaries that 
support the regime. The paramilitaries, with a fluctuating level of col-
laboration with the Colombian government, have acted as a spoiler in 
peace processes by assassinating leftist insurgents demobilizing into 
the legitimate political system.94 In addition, adversaries might also 
be other resistance groups that, despite having similar objectives, are 
fierce competitors for limited resources and popular support. Lastly, 
the bystanders are the observers of unfolding events in the domestic 
and international setting. Understanding the configuration of these 
key actors provides insight into the incentives, or lack of them, for 
mobilization.95
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Mapping the configuration of actors requires analyzing the actors’ 
capabilities, interests, and likely payoffs for particular courses of action. 
During the Arab Spring, the militaries of Egypt, Syria, Libya, and Tuni-
sia made different decisions regarding the repression of protesters. The 
decision made by Libyan and Syrian military leaders to (mostly) not 
defect was driven in large part by the expected payoffs of regime sur-
vival. In both countries, the military was closely intertwined with the 
Assad and Qadhafi regimes. Both rulers tightly integrated the mili-
tary into the political regime by delegating power to extended kin and 
social networks. The survival of the military leaders in each country 
was closely tied to the fate of the ruling regime. Egyptian President 
Hosni Mubarak, by contrast, secured the military’s loyalty through the 
distribution of extensive economic privileges; the military elite were 
among the wealthiest members of Egyptian society. However, in the 
years before the Arab Spring, Mubarak funded his own internal secu-
rity units at the army’s expense when the threats to his rule shifted from 
external to domestic ones. Moreover, military leaders deeply resented 
Mubarak’s plans to transition his rule to his son, Gamal Mubarak. With 
the looming threat of losses in economic and political privileges, the 
military broke with its tradition of support to President Mubarak. As 
a result, when the protesters took to the streets in Tahrir Square, the 
military refused Mubarak’s command to fire on protesters.96, 97

By contrast, the Syrian military had ample incentive to protect 
Assad’s rule, making it more likely that the military would actively fire 
on protesters when Assad issued the order. The Egyptian military, like 
most of the Egyptian population, is Sunni. In the Syrian military, on 
the other hand, the minority Alawites, President Bashar Assad’s com-
munal group, are heavily represented, sometimes comprising about 
90 percent of higher officers, while Alawis as a group comprised only 
about 10 to 12 percent of the Syrian population.98 Moreover, the Assad 
regime also used the distribution of material resources through patron-
age as a cornerstone of his coup-proofing policy. He primarily favored 
officers, prompting many charges of corruption among the enlisted.99

Despite the divisions Assad’s patronage caused among the armed 
forces, the military did not defect in great numbers. The military’s con-
tinued support of the Assad regime stems from its communal connec-
tions and the economic incentives afforded even Sunni officers. It had 
little incentive to expect its power and influence to continue in a Sunni-
dominated political regime or one that did not continue to provide 
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desired economic incentives.100 An examination of the configurations 
of actors in this case sheds light on the incentives Arab militaries did or 
did not have to protect the incumbent regime. The decision was crucial 
for the success of nonviolent resistance in Egypt and the emergence 
of violent resistance in Syria after the military’s armed repression of 
protests.

Shifts in actor configurations are especially critical to the success 
of nonviolent resistance campaigns. One of the most effective tools of 
resistance actors is to help generate dissensus among the political elite 
to gain powerful allies, called an elite fracture. The mass participa-
tion that usually accompanies successful cases of nonviolent resistance 
is an optimal tool for leveraging elite defections among political and 
economic stakeholders in the adversarial regime. In nonviolent resis-
tance campaigns, one of the most important pathways to success is 
encouraging security forces to refuse governmental orders demand-
ing violent repression to neutralize resistance movements’ challenges 
to state authorities.101 Military defections, or nondefections, are among 
the most crucial reasons some groups’ nonviolent campaigns fail and 
others succeed.102

The 1979 Iranian Revolution: Configuration of Actors and Military 
Defections

In 1979, Ayatollah Khomeini established a theocratic regime in Iran after unseat-
ing Shah Reza Pahlavi, whose family had ruled as Iranian monarchs since 1925. 
Khomeini’s rise to power resulted in large part from a nonviolent resistance cam-
paign that garnered mass participation. He was the head of a coalition of secu-
lar politicians and Islamic clerics backed by other influential groups in society. 
Khomeini helped organize massive protests against the Shah in major cities like 
Tehran and Tabriz. The shah’s opponents were unhappy with his political, eco-
nomic, and religious policies that sought to integrate Iran more closely with the 
capitalist, secular West. While some of his policies initially stimulated development 
in the country, several deep economic recessions frustrated the growing middle 
class. After a series of massive protests and strikes, Khomeini succeeded in driving 
the shah from power. 

The shah invested heavily in the Iranian military, which he regarded as insur-
ance against internal and external threats. Although security forces used force on 
several occasions, the military officers made the crucial decision not to actively 
repress the shah’s challengers. Opposition leaders were aware that the decisions of 
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military leaders were critical to the success of the resistance movement. They regu-
larly met with police and military officials, entreating them to join the opposition 
or at least not to fire on protesters at the shah’s command. During protests, par-
ticipants favorably engaged the shah’s military, giving soldiers flowers and offering 
civilian clothes to those who wished to join the protest. The opposition leaders 
were effective in driving a wedge between the political and military elite, which 
was measureable in the high levels of desertions and leave requests, reportedly 
lowering morale in the ranks of police and the army. Loyal officers attempted to 
isolate the security forces from protesters, with little effect. Outmaneuvered by the 
regime’s opponents, the shah’s bloated military forces did not leave the barracks to 
secure the leader’s position.

Summer Newton, “1979 Iranian Revolution,” in Casebook on Insurgency and Revolutionary Warfare, Volume 
II: 1962–2009 ed. Chuck Crossett (Fort Bragg, NC: USASOC, 2012), 78–104; Erica Chenoweth and Ma-
ria J. Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic of Nonviolent Conflict (New York, NY: Columbia 
University Press, 2011), 106–108.

INTERNATIONAL DIMENSIONS

Many theories of political violence and civil war have seen such 
events as being primarily domestic affairs, shaped by the particular 
grievances, opportunities, and regime structures of the affected coun-
try. However, a growing body of evidence strongly suggests that resis-
tance is not only shaped by domestic variable but is also affected by the 
international and regional environment. Foreign governments, both 
in the region and farther abroad, often take sides in civil conflicts and 
provide critical resources that resistance organizations need to sur-
vive. In addition, insurgent groups may find sanctuaries in neighbor-
ing states and take advantage of porous borders, providing them safe 
areas in which to operate. Conflicts can also spread to neighboring 
countries, particularly as refugee flows, ethnic kinship ties, and trans-
national militant groups destabilize entire regions. These international 
dimensions have important implications for the onset, conduct, and 
duration of the conflict.

The political opportunity framework, previously discussed, stresses 
the importance of allies in shaping the trajectory of resistance move-
ments. One important potential ally group is that of foreign govern-
ments, which have unique capabilities to provide financial resources 
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and military equipment to insurgent groups. Target governments that 
have an international rival are far more likely to be involved in a civil 
conflict, as rivals often seek to indirectly destabilize the state through 
rebel proxies.103 Such foreign ties have pros and cons for the sponsoring 
state and for the resistance group. One useful perspective for under-
standing such relationships is principal-agent theory. The principal, or 
foreign sponsor, provides resources and support in exchange for some 
control over the agent’s agenda. The sponsor may try to shape the ide-
ology of the group, the types of targets it selects, and its negotiation 
strategies with the government. The foreign government gains a rela-
tively low-cost way to destabilize and place pressure on its rival, as it 
does not risk its own military forces. However, it can also lose control 
over the agent if it takes actions that are unwelcome from the perspec-
tive of the sponsor; in extreme cases, the agent can turn on the princi-
pal. For the militant group, it gains vital resources quickly but can lose 
decision-making autonomy if it becomes overly dependent on foreign 
support. It may also lose domestic legitimacy if it comes to be seen as a 
pawn of an external power.104

Such relationships were quite prevalent during the Cold War, as 
the United States and the Soviet Union competed for influence in the 
developing world. The Soviet Union and its allies backed insurgen-
cies in places such as Cuba, Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), Vietnam, and Cen-
tral America. The United States supported anti-communist forces in 
Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and Angola, among others. At times, these 
groups engaged in unwelcome activities, such as targeting civilians, 
and some elements within these resistance movements became hostile 
to US interests. Other governments have been responsible for support-
ing insurgencies as well. Iran provides material backing for Shia resis-
tance organizations such as Hizbollah in Lebanon; Rwanda supported 
various militant groups in the Democratic Republic of the Congo; and 
Pakistan assists anti-Indian groups. Sometimes such a strategy is quite 
successful from the perspective of the sponsor, but principal-agent the-
ory also stresses the potential for agency loss, or the distastrous conse-
quences of losing control over the agent. For example, while Rwanda 
successfully toppled the government of Mobutu Sese Seko in Zaire (the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo) by supporting the forces of Lau-
rent Kabila, the agent ultimately turned on the principal, sparking a 
major international conflict that drew in multiple states in Africa.105
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One resource that neighboring states in particular can provide is 
sanctuary across an international border.106 At times, external bases are 
willingly provided by the host state, as when Jordan allowed the Pales-
tine Liberation Organization (PLO) access to its territory. Other times, 
rebels can take advantage of weak states and porous borders, without 
the complicity of the host, such as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS)’ ability to move freely between Iraq and Syria. Previously, the 
importance of mountains, difficult terrain, and peripheral areas were 
discussed as important geographical features that help facilitate resis-
tance organizations. Sanctuary in neighboring states provides addi-
tional cover as counterinsurgents cannot easily pursue groups across 
an international border without offending their neighbor and have rel-
atively poor intelligence gathering capabilities in foreign states. Such 
sanctuaries help violent movements survive longer than they would oth-
erwise, but they can also spark international conflicts between host and 
target governments.107

Scholars have also noted that violence can spread quickly across a 
region as instability in one state may spark instability elsewhere, a pro-
cess known as diffusion.108 Three particular mechanisms help explain 
this phenomenon. First, resistance movements in one country can learn 
by example from successful movements elsewhere, particularly those in 
the same regional and cultural context.109 This can embolden militants 
and activists and teach them strategies of effective resistance. The Arab 
Spring, for example, was inspired by successful protests in Tunisia and 
Egypt, even if movements elsewhere could not repeat the same success. 

Second, ethnic and religious groups often span national boundar-
ies, and kinship ties can extend networks of resistance. A shared experi-
ence, cultural and familial ties, the cross-border exchange of resources 
and information, and even common organizational structures can 
facilitate the spread of resistance to neighboring states.110 For example, 
ethnic Albanians in Kosovo fought for independence against Serbia 
in the late 1990s, and the Kosovo Liberation Army shared weapons, 
information, and even key personnel with Albanian militants in nearby 
Macedonia. In addition, some Islamist movements such as ISIS and al-
Qaeda, have numerous affilates among coreligionists across multiple 
states, uniting jihadist organizations under a common umbrella.

Finally, refugee flows have been argued to help facilitate the spread 
of conflict to nearby states, particularly if host governments have poor 
institutional capacity to absorb large numbers of migrants.111 Refugees 
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can place a financial burden on host governments, be viewed as eco-
nomic competitors, and shift the demographic/cultural balance in host 
communities. Refugees in squalid camp conditions, with few avenues 
for meaningful livelihoods, may find participation in militant activities 
to give them better economic opportunites and a sense of purpose. 
Finally, militants often attempt to capture humanitarian resources 
intended for refugees, such as food and medical supplies, as aid work-
ers and nongovernment officials are easy targets.112 Therefore, rebels 
often use refugee camps as sources of recruits and supplies, facilitating 
conflict in the target state, but also threatening to escalate tensions 
in the host state. As such, it is vital that the host state and the interna-
tional community take steps to provide security to refugees, prevent 
militant access to camps, and assist in integrating refugees among host 
communities.

While these international dimensions may help spark new conflicts, 
they also have important implications for conflict resolution, which is 
covered in greater detail in chapter 5. The introduction of new actors, 
such as foreign governments and ethnic kin groups, can add a layer of 
complexity to attempts to negotiate a settlement.113 Not only must the 
primary belligerents agree to a settlement, but regional actors can act 
as spoilers, or work to block a deal, if their preferences are not satisfied 
as well. Attempts to bring actors to the bargaining table in Syria, for 
example, have been hampered by external parties both on the govern-
ment and on the insurgent side, who are pursuing their own interests. 
This has the effect of making conflicts with significant external involve-
ment significantly longer and more resistant to conflict-management 
strategies.

CONCLUSION

As the discussion in this chapter demonstrated, political violence is 
a highly complex, dynamic process that defies a singular explanation. 
There is no single theory that can explain why political violence or 
resistance occurs in some places but not others. Although many people 
would like to be able to predict when and where such violence occurs, 
the complexity of human interaction prevents such robust predictive 
power. Nevertheless, social scientists have spent decades researching 
which factors increase the probability of terrorism, insurgency, or other 
forms of political violence appearing in a state or region. 
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While there is no universal law or theory capable of predicting 
when and where political violence or resistance will emerge, the avail-
able research points to factors that make some states more susceptible 
to political violence than others. One promising area of research that 
moves beyond the impact of macrostructural factors is the contentious 
politics program. This research program more deftly captures the 
interactions of actors involved in the conflict to enable a better under-
standing of how the unfolding dynamics impact conflict processes. It is 
arguably of particular interest to the Special Forces because it includes 
the interplay between larger structural conditions and individual and 
organizational actions.

The broad factors associated with increased probability of con-
flict are called macrostructural variables. A great deal of the current 
research on political violence in the social sciences addresses the inves-
tigation of these factors. They capture the macro, or large-scale, institu-
tions, conditions, or patterns in a state that impact how organizations 
and individuals act. Insurgencies and resistance movements form and 
operate in areas shaped by geographic, social, economic, and political 
systems. These features impact the decisions, behaviors, and actions 
that influence a group’s formation, strategies and tactics, longevity, and 
chances for success. 

One set of macrostructural variables captures how societal griev-
ances can motivate organized resistance or political violence. The 
socioeconomic variables discussed here include ethnic and economic 
grievances, although the two sometimes overlap. Ethnic grievances 
are generated by the economic or political exclusion of ethnic groups. 
Although early research pointed to ethnic diversity as the culprit, it is 
more likely that some ethnic configurations are more prone to produce 
violence, such as when a majority group wields political and economic 
power over other marginalized groups on the periphery. Ethnic identity 
itself is fluid, often changing as a result of ongoing conflict processes. 
Economic grievances function similarly. Poor countries are more likely 
to experience conflict than more prosperous countries. It is not clear 
why poverty has such a powerful impact on political stability, but it is 
likely related to state weakness or the availability of a greater recruiting 
pool for insurgent groups. Poor states have more difficulty rebuffing 
armed opposition, and unemployed, poor individuals are more likely 
to be attracted by financial incentives offered by insurgents.
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The onset of political violence is also attributed to a state’s poor 
governance. Certain types of political regimes are more likely to gener-
ate conflict than others. Consolidated democracies, such as those com-
mon in the West, are the least likely to experience conflict. However, 
countries residing somewhere between closed authoritarian and demo-
cratic, open regimes are more likely to see political violence. These 
anocracies have some features of democracies, such as legal political 
opposition parties, but combine those features with authoritarian ten-
dencies to repress state challengers. The quality of governance, not just 
the type of regime, is also a factor to consider. A government’s inability 
to fulfill the basic functions of a state, such as ensuring citizens’ secu-
rity or offering health care, also contributes to the likelihood of vio-
lence. Poor governance feeds into factors already discussed, including 
levels of economic development and state weakness.

A country’s geography and neighborhood also impact the prob-
ability of violence. States that have experienced a prior civil war, or 
have a close neighbor that has, are more likely to experience civil war 
in the future. The contribution of a violent past, and a violent neigh-
borhood, is referred to as the conflict trap. Prior civil wars devastate 
the local economy and leave organizational legacies of violence that 
include weapons, fighters, and a political culture inured to violence. 
Countries that have mountainous, rugged terrain are also primed for 
insurgent violence. It is thought that the remote areas inaccessible to 
state security forces offer a safe haven for insurgencies to emerge and 
sustain themselves. 

The political opportunity theory, part of the contentious politics 
program, has propelled a more fine-grained analysis of individual 
and organizational action. Research on macrostructural factors gener-
ally fails to capture the motivations of individuals and organizations 
involved in conflict processes. Many states might be poor, have moun-
tainous terrain, or politically exclude some ethnic groups, but not all 
such states experience civil war or organized political resistance. Politi-
cal opportunity theory seeks to address this gap by looking at political 
opportunity structures, the configuration of actors, and the ongoing 
interaction between resistance actors and their opponents. In this man-
ner, political opportunity theory captures the interplay between broad 
macrostructural factors and individual action. Political opportunity 
structures can include existing or shifting qualities of a regime, such 
as changes in government policy that allow for political opposition to 
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legally form. The configuration of actors is especially attuned to the 
relationships among diverse elite political actors, such as the ruling 
administration and its military. Gaps or shifts in these relationships 
can be powerful leveraging tools for resistance actors. Moreover, inter-
actions between resistance actors and their opponents, generally the 
state, impact how the conflict processes unfold. Repeated interactions 
of state repression can lead a nonviolent resistance organization to 
adopt more violent tactics and strategies. 

While a great deal of research has investigated the domestic factors 
influencing political violence, including grievances, opportunities, and 
regime structures, the international and regional environment also 
shape the onset, severity, and duration of civil wars. Foreign govern-
ments, whether located in the region of the conflict or farther afield, 
often provide external support for one or more actors involved in civil 
conflicts. With significant resources and assets at their disposal, states 
are in a position to supply resistance movements with the resources 
they needed for their survival. In addition, resistance movements also 
find witting or unwitting sanctuaries in nearby states with porous bor-
ders, offering them safe areas in which to plan and operate. Finally, 
the diffusion of conflict from one state to another is driven by refugee 
flows, ethnic kinship ties, and transnational militant groups that can 
destabilize entire regions, making lasting peace elusive. 
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Resistance movements, whether violent or nonviolent, need people 
to participate.1 The process through which individuals are brought 
into the fold goes by many names. Those analyzing resistance from 
the Special Forces’s perspective focus on recruitment tactics and tech-
niques. Most often, the Special Forces are concerned with recruitment 
in undergrounds and insurgent groups with the intent of distilling best 
practices. Academics in the social sciences, by contrast, are motivated 
by the search for an explanation of why certain people, at particular 
times, take part in collective action.

Collective action is a distinct form of social action because of who 
is involved and how individuals are involved. It describes action under-
taken together by ordinary people or civilians acting separately from 
government in “confrontation with opponents, elites, or authorities.”2 

However, collective action is regarded as the observable manifestation 
of a broader process, mobilization, which prepares people to take part 
in collective action.3 Mobilization is “a dynamic, multistage process, not 
a singular event or discrete decision.”4 The explanation of mobilization 
is regarded as among the most important questions in the science of 
resistance because it requires sophisticated social solutions to occur. 
It requires bringing together people with different identities, inter-
ests, and locations to act in concert during sustained campaigns rife 
with uncertainty. This chapter discusses different theories regarding 
the barriers to mobilization and the mechanisms through which social 
solutions to those challenges occur.

The dominant theoretical framework for researching mobilization 
processes in the social sciences is Mancur Olson’s free-rider problem. 
According to his theory, because resistance movements produce pub-
lic goals when they are successful, individuals should logically choose 
nonparticipation because they can enjoy the benefits of those public 
goods without incurring the high costs of participation. This dilemma 
gives rise to the free-rider problem, whereby collective action requires 
a great deal of explanation.

In turn, the theory of selective incentive postulates that the leaders 
of resistance movements overcome the free-rider problem by offering 
additional incentives. The selective incentives, whether in terms of loot, 
natural resources, or attractive pay, are powerful financial motivation 
to convince otherwise reluctant recruits to join the group. The selec-
tive incentives theory is related to the greed versus grievance debate, 
whereby some argue that mobilization into resistance movements is 
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based more on personal greed than any longstanding issues of griev-
ance or injustice.

Since these theories emerged decades ago, others have posited 
explanations that fall outside these parameters. The theories are sup-
plementary explanations to rationalist assumptions of the free-rider 
problem and selective incentives. Several relate to the role that social 
networks, affiliative factors, and emotions play in recruitment or mobi-
lization. Other explanations for mobilization rely on the study of psy-
chological risk factors or ideology.

This chapter also discusses micromobilization processes. As any 
practitioner of resistance knows, civil wars or insurgencies are not 
static. In fact, they are highly dynamic processes with frequent shifts 
throughout their life cycle. When the shifts occur, they subsequently 
alter the preferences, interests, and objectives of the groups and indi-
viduals involved directly or peripherally with the resistance. To capture 
these shifts and the impact on mobilization, researchers look at micro-
level data that disaggregates political conflict into discrete events or 
individuals. One micromobilization model discussed here, the con-
trol-collaboration model, looks at how mobilization, or collaboration, 
is impacted by levels of territorial control exercised by the insurgents 
or an incumbent regime. When territory is contested, collaboration or 
recruitment is more likely because the raised costs of nonparticipation 
(or failing to choose sides) means near certain death. In these circum-
stances, violence and fear, not ideological commitments or other non-
rationalist explanations, dominate the decision-making process.

Although the models presented in this chapter appear to be contra-
dictory, they are in fact complementary. Numerous logic frameworks 
operate in a resistance cycle. One method of breaking down a resistance 
cycle is through conceptualizing different phases or stages. This chap-
ter reviews how different logics of participation operate in the phases 
of resistance established by previous ARIS work, including the prelimi-
nary, incipient, crisis, and institutionalization phases. In the incipient 
and crisis phases, recruitment occurs in clandestine or underground 
organizations. Because of the high security risks and inability to offer 
selective incentives, in this phase, resistance movements rely on high 
levels of group identity, affiliative bonds, and identification between 
the individual and his or her recruiter. In addition, in these uncertain 
conditions, social networks are also a powerful mobilizing tool. These 



Chapter 3: Why  Do Some People and Groups Mobilize?

67

phases also tend to attract certain types of individuals called early ris-
ers or mobilizers that perceive less risk in resistance than others.

Although some of the findings are contested, recent research has 
demonstrated the effectiveness of nonviolent campaigns in achieving 
various political goals. In part, the success of the movement is theorized 
to hinge on the mobilization advantages of nonviolent campaigns. It 
could be that the campaigns are more likely to generate mass-based 
participation due to the lower physical, moral, informational, and com-
mitment barriers to mobilization. Increased participation, in turn, may 
secure advantages for these campaigns. When participants are from 
numerous sectors of society, it is more difficult to isolate them as an 
aberration. However, it is not clear that nonviolent strategies always 
leads to mass mobilization. It may be that resistance leaders turn to 
violence to compensate for low participation. Finally, nonviolent cam-
paigns might be more likely to obtain allies from abroad who offer 
crucial support in their struggle.

THE PUZZLE OF PARTICIPATION IN 
COLLECTIVE ACTION

Researchers are attracted to the question of mobilization because 
collective action requires leaders and visionaries of a resistance move-
ment to overcome significant challenges. The challenges lie both in 
mobilizing a sympathetic population and in mounting an opposition 
against an incumbent regime that has ready access to the resources 
and advantages a resistance movement lacks. Indeed, Bowyer Bell 
accused resistance movements of being “criminally optimistic” about 
their chances of success.5 As such, resistance movements use a variety 
of tactics and resources to overcome the barriers to participation.6 The 
bulk of this chapter outlines those barriers and the myriad of explana-
tions for how resistance leaders have successfully recruited others to 
their cause.

Before turning to the explanations, however, it is necessary to intro-
duce the fundamental problem of collective action and what makes 
it so difficult, or not, to attract individuals to organizations pursuing 
group interests. This is an enduring puzzle that has fueled a great deal 
of social science research on resistance. Chapter 2 explored the struc-
tural explanations, such as political exclusion, poor socioeconomic 
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development, and ethnic discrimination, which are often cited as 
motivations for participation. These explanations rely on large-scale 
structures, such as levels of state economic development or govern-
ment policies of political exclusion, that motivate people to participate 
in resistance movements. As a result, the explanations do not include 
models of individual decision-making processes that prompt mobiliza-
tion. The collective action framework presented later focuses nearly 
exclusively on this aspect of mobilization and is a powerful paradigm 
for explaining when and under what circumstances individuals are 
more likely to respond favorably to various recruitment strategies. 

The collective action puzzle is most articulately expressed in the 
theory of economist Mancur Olson.7, 8 In his seminal work, The Logic 
of Collective Action, first published in 1965, Olson challenged his fellow 
scholars studying the behavior of political groups. Most scholars, he 
argues, assume that individuals in groups, whether lobbying groups 
or labor unions, work seamlessly together in pursuit of the group’s 
interests:

In other words if the members of some group have a 
common interest or objective, and if they would all be 
better off if that objective were achieved, it has been 
thought to follow logically that the individuals in that 
group would, if they were rational and self-interested, 
act to achieve that objective.9

Assuming that individual behavior neatly dovetailed with group inter-
ests meant that there was not much about mobilization that needed to be 
explained. Using economic theories, Olson challenged the commonly 
held assumption; his logic exposes the many challenges surrounding 
mobilization processes. He argues that under most conditions, individ-
ual members of groups do not act in accordance with group interests, 
stressing that grievances, by themselves, are insufficient motivations 
to join resistance movements. Instead, individuals are expected to act 
within the group interest only if each is offered some sort of additional 
incentive outside the goods acquired through the achievement of group 
interests. In economic theory, which in turn heavily influenced how 
social scientists think about individual behavior, individuals are pre-
sumed to be rational actors in pursuit of their self-interest. This means 
that individual behavior and decision-making is based on calculations 
of utility or the calculations of costs and benefits. According to this 
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logic, the actions with the greatest benefits and lowest cost are more 
preferable to those with higher costs and lower benefits. In economics, 
the self-interest of individuals or organizations is generally understood 
in terms of profit, while the term is more ambiguously applied in politi-
cal science.

The problem of collective action asserts that it is not rational for individuals to act on 
behalf of a group’s interest because it produces public, not private, goods.  

As a result, individuals have an incentive to let others accept the burdensome task of 
resistance, or free-ride, because even nonparticipants will enjoy any benefits  

the group produces.

The critical point of failure in individual participation within politi-
cal groups is the creation of public goods. Public goods are a class of 
goods that must be made available to everyone if they are made avail-
able at all. Services provided by the state are the best examples of pub-
lic goods. The state provides national defense, police protection, and 
roads, among other goods, to its citizens. However, it is not possible, 
or at least practically feasible, to make roads or national defense avail-
able to just a few select persons.10,  11 Instead, once roads or national 
defense are made available, the public as a whole has access to them. 
This means that even those who may not have paid or worked for the 
goods still can consume them. Public goods are also nonrival so that 
when one person enjoys national defense, it does not decrease the avail-
ability of national defense for other citizens. 

The resulting dilemma is what Olson calls the free-rider problem, 
and he argues that it applies to political groups like resistance move-
ments. Participating in a resistance movement, particularly one that is 
deemed illegal by the state or uses tactics deemed illegal by the state, 
such as violence, is a costly endeavor. Recruits oftentimes risk arrest, 
torture, or even death at the hands of state security forces or para-
militaries. Moreover, the benefits that resistance movements produce 
when they are successful are public goods. If a resistance movement 
persuades an oppressive government to enact policy changes advanta-
geous to an ethnic group or government policy reform, for instance, all 
members of the affected group or society enjoy the benefits whether 
or not they personally participated in the movement. As a result, indi-
viduals have an incentive to let others take on the burdensome task of 
resistance, or free-ride. 
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After Olson first introduced the collective action problem, social 
scientists took pains to explain why some individuals and groups, but 
not others, seemingly defy the basic logic of the free-rider and take up 
arms or join mass nonviolent resistance movements. In the collective 
action paradigm, because the powerful logic renders mobilization such 
a challenge, its occurrence requires a solid theoretical and empirical 
explanation. As the following section discusses, some research empha-
sizes the additional incentives, called selective incentives, which make 
participation in resistance movements more attractive, while a smaller 
subsection of research supplements the logic of the rational individual 
with additional motivational considerations.

Selective Incentives in Collective Action

The collective action framework is the predominant framework 
researchers use to explain why some individuals or groups choose to 
participate in resistance movements.12 The framework assumes that 
people are rational individuals who make decisions on whether or not 
to mobilize according to calculations of cost and benefit. If the cost of 
participation is too high and the benefits are too low or freely available, 
then the framework suggests that individuals will choose not to partici-
pate. However, with the levels of political resistance and violence across 
the world today, it is clear that many people find sufficient payoffs in 
participating in resistance movements.

Many researchers find the explanation to this puzzle in selective 
incentives or side payments that accrue to participants for their mem-
bership in a resistance organization. Samuel Popkin noted that a cru-
cial mobilization strategy in Vietnam’s rebellion against the French 
colonists relied on the provision of selective incentives. The colonial 
rulers paid peasants to participate in the defense of colonial rule, an 
action the peasants may not have taken without the selective incen-
tives.13 Similarly, in The Rebel’s Dilemma, Mark Lichbach explains that 
offering selective incentives is one tactic rebel leaders use to attract 
followers who might not otherwise participate. Selective incentives are 
side payments that leaders provide to participants or that accrue to 
participants from belonging to the organization. Lichbach identifies 
a host of possible selective incentives, including land, money, loot, and 
positions of authority that can attract mobilization in a wide variety of 
resistance activities, from strikes to violent rebellion. With the addition 
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of selective incentives, participants receive multiple payoffs because 
they will arguably still also enjoy the public goods produced by the 
organization. This means that each individual benefits from private 
goods as well as public goods.14

Interest in how selective incentives facilitate mobilization processes 
has motivated a debate between the relative role of greed or “griev-
ance” in mobilization. Several researchers found that indicators out-
side of those typically associated with grievances are better predictors 
of the outbreak of civil war. They argued that rebel organizations were 
more likely to form when there were ample financial resources avail-
able for exploitation. In this case, financial resources were equated 
with the availability of natural resources. States that relied heavily on 
natural resources were more likely to experience civil war than even 
states with high levels of ethnic, political, or economic grievances.15 
However, the greed theory is misleading because it assumes the pri-
mary motivation of the participants is the accumulation of personal 
wealth. The emphasis on the negative value of greed overlooks other 
positive motivations, such as the need to support a family, that are also 
important to consider.16

Selective incentives are one explanation to the problem of collective action. Because indi-
viduals have incentives to free-ride, resistance leaders offer selective incentives or side 
payments to entice individuals to participate in collective action through the promise 

of personal reward.

It is difficult for an insurgency to sustain itself through legitimate 
businesses and voluntary contributions; therefore, many turn to more 
lucrative criminal enterprises. A highly valuable commodity that can 
be stolen and smuggled to finance a rebellion seems to make radical 
rebellion more likely. However, it may be important that these resources 
are located in rural areas, where insurgents can operate more freely 
and the need for safe long-distance transportation facilitates extor-
tion. Natural resources prone to this sort of exploitation are hydrocar-
bons and gemstones, the so-called “blood diamonds.”17 The favorable 
recruitment environment also appears to contribute to conflict dura-
tion because civil wars in areas with high natural resource endowments 
are nearly twice as long.18
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Social Networks and Affiliative Factors

Other explanations for collective action corrects the rationalist per-
spective that assumes individuals are cost-benefit calculators. Instead, 
this class of explanations looks toward the individual need for affiliative 
bonds and the role of social networks in mobilization processes. Psy-
chologist Abraham Maslow, who first developed the hierarchy of human 
needs, observed that humans require belonging and acceptance; they 
need to love and be loved by others.19 When the needs remain unful-
filled, individuals may be more susceptible to join a resistance move-
ment as participation fulfills those needs.20 The needs are exacerbated 
by issues of social identity when individuals question their role in a new 
culture. They may seek out others with similar ethnic, social, and/or 
professional backgrounds.21 In some cases, affiliative reasons for join-
ing a resistance movement are more common than grievance-based or 
ideological motivations many attribute to mobilization processes. Indi-
viduals may be indoctrinated into a group’s ideology only after being 
recruited into the resistance movement via their social networks.22, 23

Affiliative factors describe how the emotional needs for belonging and social inter-
action can facilitate mobilization into resistance movements. When the needs 

remain unfulfilled, individuals may be more susceptible to joining a resistance 
movement after integrating into a social network for affiliative fulfillment that 

includes radicalized members.

Research on al-Qaeda illustrates the role social networks,  
as opposed to ideology, play in recruitment.24 Biographies of four hun-
dred al-Qaeda-affiliated radicals were compiled from trial transcripts, 
press accounts, academic publications, and corroborated Internet 
sources. Of that sample, 162 were from the Maghreb,25 132 were from 
core Arab countries, and 55 were from southeast Asia. Thirty-eight 
high-value individuals who were components of the al-Qaeda central 
staff are also further distinguished. The vast majority of these higher 
echelon members had secular, not religious, educational backgrounds. 
Egyptian Islamic militants who had been released from prison and who 
traveled to Afghanistan to fight against the Soviets composed most of 
the central staff. The central staff and Maghreb Arabs were upwardly 
mobile young men from cohesive middle-class families and possessed 
good technical skills. 

Many of the research subjects spent time abroad. Their separation 
from traditional and cultural bonds prompted them to seek out social 
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interaction with people of similar backgrounds. Importantly, many 
adopted al-Qaeda’s ideological beliefs only after being integrated into 
social networks that included radicalized individuals. Al-Qaeda recruit-
ers only accepted a small number of the interested individuals. Around 
68 percent joined because of preexisting friendships with members, 
while another 20 percent joined because of familial ties with members. 
In 98 percent of the cases, social bonds preceded ideological commit-
ment. There was no evidence of coercion or brainwashing; individuals 
simply acquired the beliefs of those around them after exposure. In 
each case, the individual joined via acquaintances, relatives, and imams, 
not through electronic or bureaucratic methods of recruitment.51

Social Networks and the 2011 Dar′a Uprising in Syria
In the aftermath of the Arab Spring uprisings in Egypt and Tunisia, protests against 
the authoritarian regime in Syria began to emerge. Syria was a particularly chal-
lenging location for formation of a resistance movement because the state’s secret 
security forces, the dreaded Idarat al-Mukhabarat al-Amma, embedded extensive 
informant networks within the population. Many lived in fear of voicing any criti-
cism of President Assad. Moreover, the father of sitting President Bashar alAssad, 
Hafez al-Assad, proved his willingness to brutally repress political opposition when 
he destroyed the city of Hama in 1982, the base of operations for a radical offshoot 
of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. 

Nevertheless, in 2011, the residents of Dar’a were the first to mobilize, acting as 
early risers, in the protests against the Assad regime that eventually escalated to 
full-scale civil war that killed hundreds of thousands and displaced millions more. 
What separated the backwoods Dar’a region from other cities and regions in Syria, 
enabling it to mobilize while others did not? Inhabitants of cities and regions 
throughout Syria held ample grievances against Assad and had witnessed the fall 
of the authoritarian regimes in Egypt and Tunisia. 

Researcher Reinoud Leenders, who interviewed residents there in 2011, found that 
the answer likely lies in the region’s particularly dense social networks.26 The Dar’a 
region, paradoxically, was among the regime’s staunchest supporters. Its support 
meant that Dar’awis held high-ranking positions in the Syrian government, mil-
itary, and secret services, enjoying other benefits not widely available to others. 
The social networks in the region included clan affiliations, labor migration, cross-
border traffic, and criminal groups. In addition to having a number of networks, 
Dar’awis were miscible, or highly interconnected with one another.

The uprising began when security forces repressed minor resistance activity, includ-
ing graffiti writing on schools and police stations that mimicked slogans heard in 
Egypt and elsewhere. Tensions rose after the police arrested a number of school-
boys, aged ten to fifteen years, subjecting them to the same harsh treatment adult 
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dissidents suffered. Local clan leaders and members of parliament pleaded for the 
release of the boys but were rebuffed. A series of antiregime protests and demands 
for the boys’ release escalated into violence after police shot and killed tens of pro-
testers. By April 2011, Dar’a was under military siege by regular army units, snipers, 
and tanks.

Dar’awis continued to mobilize in the streets despite the danger to themselves and 
their families. The social networks in Dar’a facilitated mobilization in a number of 
ways. First, they reportedly offered residents a sense of solidarity and shared risk. 
The social networks also helped in less obvious ways. Residents reported feeling 
pressured by their peers to mobilize. Also, as one resident noted, when your clan 
leader tells you to do something, you do it. Clan pressure to join the resistance was 
also notable among former influential regime loyalists, some of whom felt com-
pelled to criticize the Assad regime for the violence or resign their positions in 
protest. As the protests continued, additional motivations to join emerged. The 
violence took the lives of an estimated 632 Dar’awis in 2011, prompting others to 
join after experiencing deep personal loss at the hands of security forces and the 
Assad regime. 

Finally, illicit social networks provided skills and resources necessary for mobiliza-
tion, even under the harsh conditions of repression. Labor migrants smuggled in 
satellite phones. Taxi and truck drives smuggled out video footage for YouTube 
and smuggled in needed medicines, food, and weapons. The criminal networks 
provided training in weapons, intelligence gathering, running safe houses, and 
establishing temporary hospitals to treat the wounded. 

Dar’a’s role as an early riser, facilitated by its dense web of social networks, was a 
powerful demonstration to others in Syria that the regime was not as all-powerful 
as others had assumed. The actions of the Dar’awis helped embolden others to take 
similar actions, even mimicking the neighborhood defense committees first estab-
lished there. The regime’s brutal repression of Dar’a helped to escalate the conflict 
from a nonviolent uprising to an armed insurrection.

Reinoud Leenders, “Collective Action and Mobilization in Dar’a: An Anatomy of the Onset of Syria’s 
Popular Uprising,” Mobilization: An International Journal 17, no. 4(2012): 419-4–34.

EMOTIONS AND IN-PROCESS INCENTIVES 
IN MOBILIZATION

The logic of the collective action framework stipulates that indi-
vidual decision-making is focused on calculations of benefit based 
on future outcomes. However, other researchers find that individu-
als also join resistance movements because of in-process benefits, or 
those benefits that a person gains while participating. Most of the 
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arguments for the attractiveness of in-process benefits highlight the 
emotional benefits gained from participation in a movement. Elisabeth 
Wood, using extensive interviews with participants and nonpartici-
pants, attributes participation in the leftist insurgency in El Salvador  
(1979–1992) to emotions. Many individuals who eventually joined the 
armed insurgency had first started their activist careers in nonviolent 
resistance calling for economic and political reform. As government 
repression of these efforts increased, some individuals chose to take 
up arms to reassert “their dignity in the face of condescension, repres-
sion, and indifference.”27 The participants reported feeling a sense of 
pride and pleasure in standing up for their interests, a characteristic 
Wood calls “pleasure in agency.”28 In this regard, the process is valued 
as much as the outcome of resistance.

In-process benefits are the emotional benefits a person experiences while participating in 
a resistance movement that can serve as a motivation for joining and staying in a resis-

tance movement.

Emotions, despite being associated with irrationality, are potent 
strategic tools leveraged by resistance leaders and counterinsurgent 
actors. Terrorist attacks, for instance, are intended to elicit emotional 
responses from targeted audiences to provoke certain retaliatory 
behaviors. Emotions are also effective at altering individual percep-
tions of risk. Emotional responses resulting from belonging in intimate 
social networks, holding mass meetings, activating collective identities, 
or shaming are an important part of decreasing an individual’s sense 
of risk. When fear of repression is lessened, people are more likely to 
participate in collective action. Fear abatement through emotional 
responses, then, is particularly important in resistance movements that 
face a high risk of repression. 

One important emotion for mobilization is moral indignation, often 
activated in injustice frames. Injustice frames are interpretations prof-
fered by movement leaders that highlight how adversaries are actively 
bringing about suffering or harm to affected groups. When successful, 
the frames result in “hot cognition,” or a recognition of inequitabil-
ity melded with strong emotional content that “puts fire in the belly 
and iron in the soul.”29 Indignation is an emotion frequently associated 
with an individual’s motivation to seek out protest groups.30 Indigna-
tion results when moral expectations or principles are shocked in some 
fashion. There is a long list of possible expectations or principles that, 
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when breached, are liable to produce feelings of indignation, including 
professional ethics, religious beliefs, community allegiances, feelings 
of physical security, or political ideologies.31 Indignation may be an 
important component of recruitment when preexisting social networks 
for recruitment are absent, connecting movement leaders with strang-
ers.32 A strong sense of moral indignation can be a potent motivator for 
mobilization into collective action. 

Injustice frames are interpretations proferred by movement leaders that highlight how 
adversaries are actively bringing about suffering or harm to affected groups. When suc-

cessful, injustice frames help to ignite emotional responses, including “hot cognition” 
that facilitates participation or support with the group.

In the civil rights movements in the United States and East Ger-
many, where the risk of repression were quite high, the movement lead-
ers used a variety of techniques to alleviate crippling fear of economic 
reprisal, physical harassment, bodily injury, arrest, and even death at 
the hands of security forces. Alleviating the fear was crucial because 
it might have otherwise derailed the movements’ efforts. A variety of 
encouragement mechanisms succeeded in both cases. One encourage-
ment mechanism was the intimate social networks that formed among 
participants. The deep interpersonal relationships fostered a strong 
sense of solidarity among participants, raised the costs of dropping out, 
and shielded participants from outside pressure hostile to the move-
ment’s goals.33 Security forces, meanwhile, also adjusted their behaviors 
to invoke greater fear responses among government opponents.34 Con-
flicts are replete with this back-and-forth emotional and psychological 
warfare.

Humiliation

Humiliation and the consequent internal pressure for revenge is 
another emotional state conjectured to predispose individuals to join 
a resistance movement.35 Experiences of grief are often accompanied 
by strong feelings of humiliation, which present a risk factor for the 
transition to violent tactics. The greater the degree to which a group 
is subjected to physical repression or torture or perceives itself to be 
humiliated by its enemies, the greater the risk that the group will take 
revenge through political violence.36
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Comprising individuals’ sense of their own dignity also provides a 
motivation to defend everyone within the in-group. Revenge is an emo-
tion that is likely rooted in the instinct to punish transgressors who 
violate the rules of early groups necessary for survival. It is a motivator 
that often serves not only the goals of a vengeful individual but also the 
goals of the group.37 The humiliation of political opponents can cre-
ate an environment that leads to more violent behavior, aggravating a 
conflict or escalating tactics to include violence. Political, ideological, 
and religious narratives may mediate between the collective identity 
and personal misery from humiliation, but they may also reinforce a 
victimization identity that contributes to increased potential for violent 
behavior.38

Cultures in which humiliation is a frequent motivator for action 
are called cultures of honor.39 In such cultures, there is an imperative 
among members to preserve honor by avenging slights, sometimes 
through the use of violence. Particularly for men, failing to retaliate 
for an insult, attack, or property encroachment can be seen as a serious 
threat to the individual’s honor and reputation. Examples of these cul-
tures exist all across the world, including rural areas in the American 
South, among American urban gangs, and some populations in the 
Middle East.40 They are characterized by high homicide rates, cycles of 
retaliation, and long-running feuds.41 Research indicates that cultures 
of honor are particularly associated with group low-status driven by 
lower socioeconomic development, poorer education, and disparaging 
stereotypes of the group in mainstream culture.42

Humiliation, particularly linked to notions of masculinity, played a 
significant role in Islamist political violence. Roxanne Euben observes 
that masculine humiliation vis-à-vis the West is frequently referenced 
in Islamist discourse. Humiliation is depicted as “an imposition of 
impotence on Islam/Muslims by those with greater and undeserved 
power.”43 The poor socioeconomic development in most Muslim-major-
ity countries, legacies of colonialism, the Israeli occupation, and cul-
tural hybridization are all conditions that can make it challenging for 
Muslim men in these regions to feel like they are performing culturally 
prescribed masculine roles, whether entering into marriage, protect-
ing women and children, or defending the umma.44 The associated 
impotence is interpreted as a violation of natural gender and sexual 
norms necessary for the appropriate religious-based social and moral 
hierarchy. 
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Retaliatory action prompted by masculine humiliation is a reasser-
tion of morally appropriate gender roles. The humiliation emphasized 
in Islamist discourse, exemplified especially in the work of Abdul-
lah Azzam, the architect of the Afghan jihad and a former mentor to 
Osama bin Laden, brings attention to the assault on the Muslim male’s 
capacity to defend the umma and his family. Azzam’s exhortations to 
the would-be Afghan mujahideen highlight the plight of young Muslim 
men in Afghanistan unable to protect Afghan women, or their chil-
dren, from being raped and killed. In Azzam’s work, and in the pro-
paganda of al-Shabab and ISIS, women often feature as the symbol of 
humiliation. The violation of Muslims is also a violation of the Muslim 
masculinity where “[women’s] bodies are the primary battleground for 
the humiliation of Islam, [women’s] voices are a chorus of praise for 
such acts, and [women’s] virginity is the eschatological reward for those 
who die humiliating the enemies of Islam.”45

Similarly, a clan leader and local member of parliament in Dar’a, 
the Syrian region attributed with jump-starting the Arab Spring in 
Syria, reported experiencing masculine humiliation in his interview 
with local police. His story was told and retold throughout Dar’a, ignit-
ing a fuming response from local Dar’awis that led to a military siege in 
the city. The clan leader reportedly met with a local intelligence chief 
to plead for the release of several young schoolchildren imprisoned 
for antiregime graffiti. The intelligence chief reportedly told the clan 
leader, “Your people either accept things as they are, or you bring their 
women to me and I make them conceive some new kids.” The inflam-
matory interview also took place after officials detained two local 
women, beating them and shaving their heads. Residents reported rage 
as the actions “breached the honor of their women.” Both events, and 
the rhetoric of humiliation that spread through the town, became a 
central feature of a nonviolent protest “against indignity, rather than 
submission.”46

The participation of women, by contrast, in violent groups is less 
studied. More often, research on women in conflict emphasizes their 
roles as victims of sexual violence or their vulnerability to indiscrimi-
nate violence against civilians. Research focusing on women as agents, 
not just victims, in conflict is more rare. However, it is evident that 
women take up arms less often than their male counterparts. In a study 
of seventy insurgent groups, women participated in either support or 
combatant roles in 60 percent of the groups. While some of the women 
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were coerced into participation, more joined these groups voluntarily.47 
Some of the restrictions on women’s participation in insurgent groups 
is likely due to ideology. Groups that rely on leftist Marxist ideology 
have higher rates of female participation than groups with Islamist 
discourse. One key difference between the ideologies relates to their 
position on gender norms and hierarchy. Marxist ideologies focus 
on dismantling existing gender norms and social hierarches, while 
Islamists seek to protect them against encroachment.48

Women join insurgencies for reasons similar to men. They join to 
support a political or social cause and seek out combat roles because 
of the prestige associated with such roles.49 However, women combat-
ants of one insurgent group, the Farabundo Marti National Liberation 
Front (FMLN), also used gendered narratives to describe their moti-
vations, including the indiscriminate, brutal attacks of El Salvadoran 
security forces against women, children, and the elderly. By contrast, 
the women portrayed the FMLN as the protector of the vulnerable.50 
A broader study of numerous insurgent groups confirmed that women 
participate in combat roles when there are threats to human security 
in their society. These women were less likely to be attracted to selective 
incentives or driven by socioeconomic grievances.51

PSYCHOLOGICAL RISK FACTORS

Some research on mobilization factors look at whether individual 
psychological conditions predispose some people to participation in 
resistance movements, particularly ones that use violence.52 When 
social scientists first began to systematically study resistance after the 
end of the Second World War, researchers evidenced significant biases 
against the subjects of their research. Many, having directly or indi-
rectly witnessed participation in communist and Nazi political move-
ments and parties, equated participation in even relatively benign 
resistance movements with abnormality or mental disorder. In research 
related to social movements and political violence, the participants 
were assumed to partake in large-scale irrationality as the mood of 
gathered crowds degenerated into mob mentality. Participants were 
also believed to suffer from mental health disorders, feeling a deep 
sense of isolation or alienation mitigated only by their participation 
in forms of collective action that brought a sense of belonging back to 
the individual. The research focus neglected the political, social, or 
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economic circumstances that fostered the resistance in favor of intro-
ducing resistance as an individual psychological phenomenon. It was 
believed that participation in resistance movements relieved individ-
ual mental wounds rather than widespread societal grievances. Resis-
tance itself was regarded as irrational or a form of abnormal politics 
that had little hope of succeeding against the significant powers of the 
state. The research on resistance gained more subtlety and theoretical 
sophistication as more researchers sympathized with the social move-
ments emerging in the era or participated themselves.

Some similar biases are still evident in laymen explanations of resis-
tance, especially resistance associated with indiscriminate violence or 
terrorist tactics. Media commentators and even some scholars describe 
the perpetrators’ acts and mental health to suggest that they are likely 
to have mental disorders.53 However, most terrorists or insurgents are 
psychologically normal. Additionally, there is no psychological or demo-
graphic profile that indicates a predisposition toward joining violent 
organizations.54 No all-purpose terrorist profile has been discovered, 
nor does scientific evidence of a genetic role in the adoption of ter-
rorist behaviors exist.55 In general, radical organizations likely have a 
sufficient range of personality and cognitive profiles within their ranks 
that their members are indistinguishable from the surrounding popu-
lation.56 Furthermore, severely mentally ill people usually have diffi-
culty fitting in within teams and larger organizations. This holds true 
whether the organization in question is a corporation or a resistance 
movement. It is more likely that recruiters in resistance movements 
weed out mentally unfit individuals to retain the effectiveness of the 
group and operational security.

IDEOLOGY

Georges Sorel, an astute political theorist who focused on the 
human experience of political violence, observed that “men who are 
participating in a great social movement always picture their coming 
action as a battle in which their cause is certain to triumph.”57, 58 Out-
side of selective incentives or other rational calculations, successful 
resistance movements rely on ideologies to help overcome challenges to 
mobilization. Ideologies are expressed in narratives that aid in recruit-
ment, legitimacy, and support that resonates with a deep cultural, eth-
nic, or historical memory within a sympathetic population.
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An ideology is a comprehensive set of interrelated beliefs, val-
ues, and norms. Every society shares commonly held cultural beliefs, 
including ideas, knowledge, lore, superstitions, myths, and legends. 
The beliefs in turn are associated with values or judgments of right or 
wrong that guide individual action. This code is reinforced through a 
system of rewards and punishments so that approved patterns of behav-
ior, or norms, can discipline the behavior of the group.

An ideology is a comprehensive set of interrelated beliefs, values, and norms.

Because beliefs and values are only distantly related to concrete 
action in daily life, an interpretive process is essential to derive spe-
cific rules of behavior. Significant events that occurred in distant times 
are given symbolic meanings, and the group actively reinterprets these 
events to support its purpose, goals, and tactics. In doing so, the group 
may select certain concepts and adapt or distort them to justify spe-
cific forms of behavior. Where existing concepts conflict with current 
activities, the group may deny that a particular concept is relevant in a 
particular case.

Within organizations, certain rules specify desirable behavior 
and the consequences of not conforming. The rules are enforced by 
organizational rewards and punishments relevant to the objectives of 
the group. Normative standards are also enforced by surveillance of 
members. In established groups, many beliefs are based on authority; 
because the leaders of the group voice the beliefs, they are accepted as 
true. The extent of authority, however, may vary according to whether a 
group is hierarchically or non-hierarchically organized. When leaders 
control the dissemination of information to the members of an organi-
zation, they censor some information and approve other types of infor-
mation. As a result, the group receives a restricted range of information, 
and group members tend to develop a set of common beliefs. Thus, in 
some cases, members need not be persuaded by argument, induced by 
reward, compelled by pressure, guided by past beliefs, or influenced 
by the opinions of other people; the restricted range of information to 
which they have access is sufficient to determine their beliefs.

Ideology is a powerful tool because it helps individuals to reduce 
uncertainty about how the world around them functions. Human beings 
dislike ambiguity and uncertainty in their social and physical environ-
ments. Uncertainty reduction theory holds that most people do not 
congregate into groups unless there is a motive to alleviate uncertainty. 
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This uncertainty arises from the inability to obtain confirmation of 
one’s beliefs and attitudes from objective criteria or measurements. It 
is a source of stress that has cognitive, affective, and behavioral conse-
quences that can inhibit decision-making and action.59 While intoler-
ance of uncertainty presents a cognitive risk factor for anxiety, there 
are no empirical data to support it as a risk factor for mobilization.60 
Nevertheless, ideologies provide individuals with a comprehensive con-
ceptual framework through which to interpret the existing world and 
process novel stimuli, a potent insulation against uncertainty.

Individuals seek to give meaning and organization to unexplained 
events through generalized beliefs such as ideology. Common agree-
ment on certain beliefs is also a social solution that enables individuals 
to operate collectively toward a desired goal. Movement leaders can 
interpret situations in terms of the group’s beliefs or ideology, translat-
ing abstract, ideological beliefs into specific, concrete collective actions.

Qutbism: Ideology of the Modern Global Salafist Jihad
The modern global Salafist developed over a series of phases. The first phase was 
the largely clandestine Islamist movement in Egypt, with the Egyptian Islamic 
Jihad (EIJ) and the Egyptian Islamic Group (EIG) being the more prominent of 
the groups that emerged from the Muslim Brotherhood. The second phase was 
the mass mobilization of Muslim youth to participate in the defensive jihad in sup-
port of the Afghan Mujahidin’s resistance to Soviet occupation. The ongoing phase 
resides in the al-Qaeda resistance movement, a loosely affiliated group of networks 
linked by a common ideology.61, 62

Islamic theorist Sayyid Qutb provides the ideological foundation of the late twenti-
eth-century global Salafist movement. The concept of Salafism has been employed 
by Sunni theologians since at least the fifth Muslim generation to differentiate 
the creed of the first three generations following Muhammad from subsequent 
variations in the Muslim belief system. Salafists view the first three generations as 
an eternal model for all succeeding Muslim generations, especially in their beliefs 
and methodology of understanding the texts and also in their method of worship, 
mannerisms, morality, piety, and conduct. Salafists place a particular emphasis on 
monotheism (tawhid). They also reject Islamic speculative theology (kalam), which 
involves the use of discourse and debate in the development of the Islamic creed. 
They believe that Islam’s decline after the early generations results from religious 
innovations (bid’ah) and from an abandoning of pure Islamic teachings. An Islamic 
revival will only result through the emulation of the three early generations of Mus-
lims and the purging of foreign influences from the religion.63
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Qutb, an Egyptian, published his most famous work, Milestones or Signposts along 
the Road, in 1964. The book was banned shortly after its publication. His writings 
motivated disillusioned young Muslims who sought a more active role in returning 
Egypt to the center of the Islamic world. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, politi-
cal Islam served as an intellectual and ideological counterweight to the uniquely 
Egyptian blend of Arab nationalism and socialism espoused by the government of 
President Gamal Abdel Nasser. 

In Milestones, Qutb presented his comprehensive view of the cosmos and the role 
of the Muslim community in it. He believed much of the world to exist in a state of 
ignorance (jahiliyyah) and that submitting to Islam was a political, social, psycho-
logical, and spiritual liberation. The way to bring about this freedom was for a revo-
lutionary vanguard, or jihad, to combat ignorance through preaching and through 
abolishing the organizations and authorities of all un-Islamic systems. This move-
ment would spread across the Islamic homeland and ultimately throughout the 
world, with all attaining freedom through submission to Islam.36 Both EIJ and EIG 
emerged from this Salafist community.

Mohammed Abd al-Salam Farraj, the founder of EIJ, wrote The Neglected Duty or 
the Absent Obligation, which has been retrospectively classified as the manifesto and 
operational manual of the EIJ. In this text, Farraj began by stating, “Jihad for God’s 
cause . . . has been neglected by the Ulema of this age.”64 He expanded the inter-
pretation of jihad to include the violent struggle that is a duty (fard al-ayn) incum-
bent on all Muslims as it was the only way to reinstate a truly Islamic society. He 
incorporated Qutb’s jahiliyyah but extended the charge to modern apostate Islamic 
rulers. Farraj advocated establishing an Islamic vanguard, or an elite cadre of pious 
Muslims. The vanguard was to serve as a model for elites in other Muslim nations 
to emulate. He made the initial classification of the “near enemy” (the impious 
Egyptian government) and the “far enemy” (Israel), subordinating all Islamic 
goals to the fight against local apostates.65 The EIJ also granted itself the political 
and religious authority to declare all those who did not meet its requirements for 
piety essentially non-Muslim.66 Other EIJ leaders, Sayyed Imam alSharif (Dr. Fadl) 
and Ayman Al-Zawahiri, also emphasized the importance of the Qutbist ideology. 
While in Afghanistan and Pakistan, Zawahiri developed a close working relation-
ship with Osama bin Laden.67

The Iraqi annexation of Kuwait in 1990 and the subsequent deployment of US and 
coalition forces to the region resulted in an update to the Salafist insurgent ideol-
ogy. Bin Laden saw the stationing of US troops in Saudi Arabia, home to Islam’s 
holiest sites, as an unforgiveable offense. The Americans’ increasing role in the 
region erased the residual goodwill it had earned by abstaining from coloniza-
tion and supporting the Afghan resistance. In 1996, al-Qaeda announced its inten-
tion to expel foreign troops and interests from Muslim territory. Bin Laden issued 
a fatwa entitled “Declaration of War against Americans Occupying the Land of 
the Two Holy Places,” a public declaration of war against the US and its allies. 



84

The Science of Resistance

He began to refocus the organization’s resources toward large-scale psychological 
operations. The fatwa represented an overall shift in focus from the near enemy, 
Muslim apostate governments, to the far enemy, the United States.68

In June 2001, although difficult to distinguish for years, al-Qaeda and EIJ merged, 
forming Qaeda al-Jihad.69 Zawahiri was presumed to be the deputy to bin Laden 
and the leader of the EIJ. While the charismatic leadership of bin Laden was by now 
well known, al-Qaeda’s strength and appeal did not lay solely in its sophisticated 
theological discourse; it was also apparent in its ability to comprehend, co-opt, and 
exploit modern grievances. This narrative combination resonated with extremists  
and moderates alike, regardless of whether they approved of the means by which 
al-Qaeda sought to accomplish its goals. Al-Qaeda’s leadership was not composed  
of highly trained religious scholars, and its religious rhetoric was far from com-
plex or nuanced, making it broadly accessible. The specific messages within the 
larger narrative rarely focused on citing authoritative texts but rather relied on 
the application of general religious or ethical principles to modern political and 
social problems.70

MICROMOBILIZATION PROCESSES

One of the shortcomings in research in the social sciences on mobi-
lizations processes, including the previous discussions on the collective 
action framework and psychological approaches, is that resistance, or 
civil war, is treated as a static phenomenon. In fact, resistance move-
ments, and the insurgencies or civil wars that sometimes result from 
resistance, are highly dynamic processes that shift over the history of 
the conflict. As the conflict progresses, actors’ preferences and objec-
tives are prone to significant shifts according to changes internal and 
external to the resistance movement.71 Stathis Kalyvas and Matthew 
Kocher explain that civil wars are processes that generate incentives 
and constraint, not a situation in which “payoffs to participation derives 
almost exclusively from expectations about outcomes.”72 This means 
that the mobilization processes that occur in one time or place during 
a conflict may not accurately reflect the processes at a different time 
or place.

Efforts are under way to better understand how the dynamics of con-
flict can impact mobilization at a more discrete level. Some researchers 
began these efforts by disaggregating conflict into smaller, constitu-
ent parts and collecting data, called micro-level data, accordingly. The 
micro-level data contrasts with the data found in most of the large-n 
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studies on the macrostructural conditions of civil war, discussed in 
chapter 2; the data in these large-n studies represent an entire country, 
rather than the geographical areas where the conflict is actually taking 
place. The large-n data are also given a value for the conditions over a 
year’s time, rather than for discrete episodes or incidents when conflict 
events occur. 

More recently, scholars attempted to collect more targeted data on 
conflicts. This includes subnational data, or data that captures condi-
tions in specific geographic locations where violence is actually tak-
ing place.73 Other micro-level data break down conflict into specific 
incidents or individuals. This type of research is especially important 
for explaining mobilization at the individual level or why some indi-
viduals are successfully recruited while others are not. The targeted 
data, although difficult to collect, are better suited to producing evi-
dence that is actionable or holds policy implications by focusing on how 
local dynamics impact mobilization.74 However, the study of micromo-
bilization, as it is called, is a relatively new field, and researchers have 
not yet developed a systematic set of concepts, measures, and research 
questions that enable a significant accumulation of knowledge on the 
subject.75

Micromobilization processes are discrete components of larger mobilization pro-
cesses that take place over the course of conflict. Micromobilization uses micro-level 
data, whether at the level of the individual, geographic region, or phase in a con-

flict to better explain how mobilization occurs.

The research points to the difficulty in developing a master moti-
vation theory that accounts for motivations for joining resistance 
movements in all times and places. Instead, research identifies how 
the motivations for mobilization might change according to shifting 
dynamics within the conflict.76 This means that the rival explanations 
presented in this chapter, such as those emphasizing selective incen-
tives, social and affiliative factors, and emotions, are likely not rival 
models. Rather, each explanation is likely to be predominant as the 
dynamics of the conflict shift over time. Additional work in the ARIS 
research program identifies different phases of resistance movements. 
Throughout its life cycle, a resistance movement might shift from one 
phase to the next, not necessarily in a linear fashion if the movement 
experiences setbacks. The motivation for joining at each phase, and 
thus the most effective recruitment tactics or strategies to deploy, 
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require refinement accordingly. The emphasis on resistance or conflict 
as a process of complex interactions between involved actors over time, 
and what that means for the science of resistance, is a promising area 
of research for future ARIS studies. 

In the micro-level or micromobilization research, there are several 
commonly studied variables or mechanisms that drive the dynamic 
processes. The first, the control-collaboration model, focuses on the 
interactions between civilians and armed actors. It is primarily used to 
explain variations in violence against civilians during an insurgency, a 
research effort of great concern to policy makers. However, the control-
collaboration model, like the collective action framework on which it 
is based, is a powerful tool for thinking about under which conditions, 
and why, individuals are likely to join a violent organization. The next 
involves looking at mobilization, and thus recruitment, in different 
phases of an insurgency. The emphasis is on how mobilization during 
clandestine or underground phases differs with mass mobilization in 
later phases.

Control-Collaboration Model

The control-collaboration model incorporates the interactions 
between civilians and armed actors to enable a better understanding 
of mobilization processes. The model applies the same basic logic of 
the collective action framework but focuses on how the dynamics of 
violence, irregular warfare, and territorial control impact the mobiliza-
tion preferences of individuals in affected communities. As a result, it is 
a nuanced, sophisticated model for thinking about how the dynamics of 
violence are liable to condition individual decision-making on whether 
to mobilize into an armed insurgency. It has powerful ramifications for 
thinking not only about mobilization but also about influential coun-
terinsurgency theories that emphasize population attitudinal changes, 
“winning hearts and minds” under similar conditions of violence. 

The control-collaboration model incorporates the interactions between civil-
ians and armed actors to enable a better understanding of mobilization processes. 

The model applies the same basic logic of the collective action framework but 
focuses on how the dynamics of violence, irregular warfare, and territorial control 

impact the mobilization preferences of individuals in affected communities.
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The control-collaboration model emphasizes the high cost of mobi-
lization in violent conflicts. By contrast, the collective action frame-
work incorporates individual expectations of public-goods payoff to 
explain decisions regarding mobilization. The emphasis in the control-
collaboration model is the high cost of resistance because it theorizes 
that decision-making under conditions of violence is distinct as armed 
insurgencies are characterized by patterns of violence that target non-
participants. In the collective action framework, the free-rider problem 
that introduces a barrier to mobilization is captured by considering 
both the high costs and the public-goods benefits of mobilization. 
Moreover, the benefits gained from collective actions are public goods, 
which means that they are nonexcludable and nonrival. The goods are 
nonexcludable because once the benefits, such as reformed policies 
for a politically excluded group, are available, everyone in the affected 
group can take advantage of the reforms regardless of whether or not 
they participated. In addition, the goods are also nondivisible because 
one person’s enjoyment of them does not mean that anyone else has 
less of them to enjoy. However, most insurgencies are noxiously dura-
ble, and few succeed in achieving their stated goals, making it more 
difficult to recruit individuals based on the hope of future goods, par-
ticularly public ones. 

The control-collaboration model, which is suited specifically to 
explain mobilization in violent conflicts, emphasizes the high cost of 
mobilization over this issue of public goods. In nonviolent collective 
action mobilization, recruitment might only require asking an acquain-
tance to sign a petition, a mostly costless contribution. On the other 
hand, recruitment for an armed insurgency requires persuading an 
individual to risk arrest, imprisonment, or death, a much more difficult 
task—high costs indeed.77

The patterns of violence, particularly the targeting of civilians, turn 
the logic of the collective action problem on its head. In this case, free-
riding, or opting to not participate in collective action, is no longer free 
because nonparticipants are exposed to great physical insecurity even 
if they do not pick up a gun; that is, nonparticipation, just like mobili-
zation, has a high cost because “war is very dangerous for non-rebels as 
well.”78 Sometimes, as will be shown later, the costs of nonparticipation 
are actually higher than those of participation. This means that under 
the conditions described in the model, the barriers to mobilize are not 
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nearly as high as predicted by the collective action framework. Kalyvas 
and Kocher observe:

If the collective action paradigm has been so domi-
nant, it is because scholars have tended to overesti-
mate the risks to rebel fighters or to underestimate 
the risks paid by non-participants—a result of limited 
attention to the dynamics of violence and of the ten-
dency to impute preferences rather than investigate 
them empirically.79

The costly problem of nonparticipation posed by the peculiar pat-
terns of violence in irregular warfare is best understood by contrast-
ing it with (mostly) nonviolent resistance and conventional warfare. In 
conventional warfare, uniformed state armies are pitted against one 
another in sustained campaigns. Most of the violence associated with 
this type of warfare is concentrated in specific geographical areas, the 
so-called front lines. When civilians are exposed to this sort of violence, 
because the geographical area is a somewhat known factor, civilians 
can readily flee the area.80 In this case, soldiers run the highest risk 
because they are directly engaged in warfare and, unlike civilians, have 
little to no option to flee the violence. Moreover, in contrast to condi-
tions of irregular warfare, a soldier’s enemies are generally readily iden-
tifiable. Similarly, in nonviolent resistance events, such as mass protests 
or demonstrations, people have the option of retreating to safety by not 
participating in protests or riots that are likely to be met with govern-
ment repression. Staying home significantly decreases the risk of being 
targeted by state violence.

The irregular warfare common to civil wars presents a much greater 
risk to civilian populations because of the identification problem.81 
The identification problem is a thorny issue experienced by state actors 
or military personnel deployed in counterinsurgency campaigns such 
as those in Iraq and Afghanistan. In short, in conditions of irregular 
warfare, insurgents are dispersed among the civilian population. It is 
exceedingly difficult for their opponents to identify which individuals 
are the insurgents and which are the innocent civilians. The identifica-
tion problem makes countering insurgencies in civil war a battle often 
decided by intelligence operations.

When state forces have sufficient intelligence, they can rely on pre-
cision targeting of known armed insurgents or discriminate violence. 
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However, when armed actors lack adequate intelligence, they often rely 
on indiscriminate violence that targets whole categories of individuals. 
From the state’s perspective, it has incentive to target civilians. It might 
indiscriminately target whole ethnic groups, particular genders and 
age groups (usually men of fighting age), or certain geographic areas, 
such as villages believed to house insurgents.82 Violence is discriminate 
when it relies on individual culpability, and it is indiscriminate when it 
widens the parameters of culpability to mere association or collective 
guilt. In this manner, when states wield indiscriminate violence, the 
violence increases the risk for any members of the targeted category, 
regardless of their personal behavior (i.e., whether they participate or 
not).83

When indiscriminate repressive violence is the primary tool used by 
state forces combating an insurgency, civilians have ample motivation 
to join the armed insurgency, and these motivations do not always coin-
cide with ideology, greed, or grievance. Instead, fear for one’s physical 
safety is of paramount importance in the mobilization process. Joining 
an insurgency offers some protection against government or occupa-
tional forces. As indiscriminate counterinsurgent measures increase, 
the cost of not joining the insurgency begins to mount; in other words, 
nonparticipation is costly.84

In a study of demobilized FMLN fighters in El Salvador, an anec-
dote in which a guerrilla fighter describes her reasons for joining pow-
erfully illustrates the logic of the control-collaboration model. When 
asked by her interviewer why she joined the FMLN after her village was 
indiscriminately attacked by the Salvadoran Armed Forces, she replied:

Because we couldn’t just ask to live. If it wasn’t the 
guerrillas, it was the Armed Forces. Because you see, 
here, if I stay, the Armed Forces kill me. If I go where 
the Armed Forces are in control, the guerrillas will 
kill me. That’s why I went. What’s more, the Armed 
Forces had killed nearly all of our family, so I certainly 
couldn’t follow them.85

Viterna refers to this type of motivation for mobilization the “reluctant 
guerrilla.”86

In this regard, the control-collaboration model exposes the fal-
lacy that all civilian support for an armed insurgency is indicative of 
individual sympathy for the organization. Instead, the absence of any 
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viable alternatives produces “collaboration, irrespective of the level of 
personal satisfaction or lack thereof.”87 Observers to these dynamic 
mobilization processes, including the state forces, wrongly interpret 
the collaboration as a reflection of the legitimacy of the enemy. Once 
large-scale violence is under way, the patterns of violence character-
izing civil war prompt affected civilians to conceal their preferences, 
whether those preferences are in favor of the insurgents, the state 
forces, or mere survival. 

Under these conditions, an individual’s observable behavior, such 
as collaboration, is a poor indicator indeed of his or her actual prefer-
ences. Violence, particularly indiscriminate violence against the civilian 
population, has enormous coercive power over those experiencing it, 
making it the single most important factor in recruitment or collabora-
tion.88 As David Stoll insightfully observes, “ just because an insurgency 
grows rapidly does not mean that it represents popular aspirations and 
has broad popular support.”89 The levels of coercion make it difficult 
to engage in counterinsurgency campaigns that emphasize winning 
the hearts and minds of the civilian population as a key strategy in 
defeating armed insurgents. In a crucial sense, the hearts and minds 
of civilians are immaterial because civilians’ actions will continue to be 
motivated by fear until the pattern of violence abate. 

In the control-collaboration model, indiscriminate violence is more 
likely to occur according to varying levels of actors’ control of territory 
in the disputed state.90 Kalyvas describes five levels of territorial control 
on a continuum, with complete control by either the insurgents or the 
state forces on either end. In the middle of the continuum, neither the 
state nor the insurgents have full control of the territory in question. 
The remaining two levels describe either predominant territorial con-
trol by the state or insurgent forces. According to the model, the more 
territorial control an armed actor enjoys, the less likely the group is to 
resort to indiscriminate violence. As a result, indiscriminate violence is 
most likely in the middle of the continuum, where neither actor enjoys 
even a modicum of control but is heavily disputing control of the terri-
tory with its opponent. Selective violence is most likely to occur when 
an armed actor has predominant control of a territory, enabling it to 
gain access to information and intelligence that allow for more selec-
tive violence against its opponent.91
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Resistance Phases and Mobilization

The preceding chapter discussed numerous theories regarding 
how mobilization processes unfold. These theories can help students 
of resistance movements understand why some individuals or groups 
become actively involved in resistance activities or some do not. Some of 
the theories, such as the rationalist collective action framework and the 
nonrationalist explanation provided in the role of social networks and 
affiliative bonds in mobilization, appear to be contradictory. However, 
as Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy Weinstein observe, the theories 
and models described in this chapter are not necessarily contradictory; 
in fact “different logics of participation may coexist in a single civil 
war.”92 When considering conflict as relational, or a process involving 
dynamic interaction between the actors involved, it is likely that differ-
ent theories and models of mobilization are more applicable at differ-
ent points in the life cycle of a resistance movement. 

General observations suggest that mobilization in the early, mid-
dle, and late stages of an insurgent group relies on different strategies 
according to changing security risks. In the early stages of a movement, 
leaders seek to carefully select, investigate, and approach potential fel-
low insurgents. Because security risk is particularly important, lead-
ers begin by mobilizing trusted individuals in their social networks. 
Afterward, leaders may seek out individuals or groups that share their 
beliefs. In the middle phases of an insurgency, when security risks are 
less pronounced, leaders usually have to expand the recruiting effort to 
meet growing operational and functional requirements and to replace 
members lost to attrition. Leaders might form coalitions or alliances 
with other movements that broaden the available networks for recruit-
ment. In the later stages, when an insurgency is a potent challenge to 
the state, recruiting is characterized by the momentum of the move-
ment. As its security risks decline with increasing territorial control, it 
can rely more on low-commitment individuals motivated by financial 
or other selective incentives to rapidly surge the effort needed to pre-
vail against a powerful state opponent.93

One method frequently used to break down the life cycle of a resis-
tance movement is breaking it down into different phases or periods 
where the movement exhibits characteristics peculiar to each phase. 
Based on a comprehensive review of existing literature on the subject, 
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the ARIS research team developed its own phasing schemata, depicted 
in Figure 2.

The ARIS phasing construct includes four key phases that a resis-
tance movement can inhabit at various points in its life cycle, including 
the preliminary, incipient, crisis, and institutionalization phases. It is 
important to note that while Figure 2 depicts the phasing in a linear 
progression, a resistance movement can move back and forth between 
the phases in a nonlinear progression. 

Figure 2. ARIS proposed states for phasing construct analysis. 

The limited scope of this work prohibits a detailed discussion of each 
phase and the mobilization processes likely to occur in each phase. The 
following discussion on phasing and mobilization is suggestive only, 
requiring additional research to empirically verify the conclusions 
reached here. For now, two phases, the incipient and crisis phases, are 
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introduced, and preliminary correlations are drawn between the phase 
and which mobilization theories and models are likely to be present 
in it. The incipient phase, the second phase in the ARIS construct, is 
when mobilization processes become especially important. This phase 
marks the stage at which the movement first begins to intentionally 
develop as an organization and adopts a narrative unifying the group. 
It is when common ideas are first put into collectively based action. In 
the next phase, the crisis phase, the organization first begins to engage 
in confrontations with its opponent.

Mobilization in Underground or Clandestine Organizations

Figure 3 depicts a quadrant graph of key features of a state that 
impact the trajectory of a resistance movement: state strength versus 
state weakness and state openness versus state closedness.

Figure 3. Quadrant graph of key features of a state.

A state’s strength reflects its capacity to enforce its policies within its 
territory, including quelling political opposition. State weakness, on 
the other hand, signals a state’s inability to ensure that its policies and 
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coercive power are projected throughout the state. Instead, the state 
might enjoy a monopoly on force only in the capital region or other 
centers of power. A state’s level of openness, on the other hand, refers 
to the extent of a state’s policies on tolerating political opposition. In 
very open states, such as the United States, so long as an opposition 
group plays by the rules of the game, most forms of political opposition 
are tolerated. Unless an opposition group chooses to use illegal tac-
tics, such as violence, there is little reason for the opposition group to 
operate clandestinely. More closed states, however, have little tolerance 
for political opposition. In these states, participation in such groups 
is a risky endeavor because individuals risk arrest, imprisonment, or 
death. Under these circumstances, leaders are far more likely to adopt 
a clandestine underground movement. However, it is important to note 
that some states may be closed but also demonstrate characteristics of 
a weak state, making it unlikely that the security or intelligence forces 
have the capacity to effectively shut down political opposition. Clandes-
tine underground organizations, then, are most likely to form in states 
that fall in the lower right quadrant of the graph. 

 In the early crisis and incipient phases, the resistance movement’s 
focus on developing clandestine elements is particularly likely. When 
confronting a strong state with sophisticated intelligence and coercive 
capabilities, a resistance movement has a great deal of incentive to keep 
its activities and organization secretive or compartmentalized. More-
over, a strong state presence is more likely in urban areas, particularly 
in the capital city, than in rural, thinly populated areas. This means 
that resistance movements developing in the urban environs, such as 
Colombia’s M-19, have greater difficulty transitioning to more mature 
phases that leverage mass armed rebellion because the likelihood of 
interdiction by state security forces is an ever-looming threat. Urban 
insurgencies are rare compared to insurgencies based in rural areas. 
However, urban insurgencies may develop when security forces are con-
strained by government policies that hinder the use of repressive force, 
even if they have the capacity to quell the opposition. The government 
may fear domestic or international blowback from overtly repressive 
countermeasures.94 However, in weak states, the need for covertness is 
less pressing. The insurgent group al-Shabab, for instance, operates in 
the notoriously weak state of Somalia, which falls in the lower left quad-
rant of the graph. The inability of the federal government to project its 
power over even areas within the capital city, Mogadishu, means that 
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the group has little need to operate covertly, particularly in the rural 
areas.

Given these conditions, preconflict mobilization in the early incipi-
ent and crisis phases within clandestine organizations faces peculiar 
challenges. As O’Connor and Oikonomakis explain, “pre-conflict 
mobilization .  .  . occurs in the context of ambiguous constraints and 
opportunities, which have often become clarified by the time subse-
quent recruits become involved.”95 It is also a time in which burgeon-
ing resistance movements are vulnerable to repression because of their 
inexperience, small size, and limited support and logistical capabili-
ties.96 Indeed, most resistance movements find it difficult to move past 
these initial phases. Moreover, because of their resource constraints, 
clandestine organizations cannot rely on the promise of financial gains 
to their participants. Under these conditions, however, indiviudals are 
also likely not recruited based solely on their ideological commitments. 

The clandestine nature of resistance movements in their early phases 
impacts recruitment or mobilization processes. Recruitment into the 
secretive organization necessitates strong feelings of trust, affiliative 
bonds, and identification between the recruiter and the individual tar-
geted for recruitment when organizations form in strong states with 
low levels of openness to political opposition. Characteristics of clan-
destine organizations contribute to these dynamics. Undergrounds 
operate in an inherently high-risk environment, requiring a high level 
of group identification to operationally and cognitively mitigate the 
risk. Viterna, in her study of demobilized fighters from the FMLN in 
El Salvador, found that existing social networks were important recruit-
ing mechanisms in the early stages of the conflict. In her interviews 
with former FMLN officials, recruiters reported targeting existing net-
works deemed sympathetic to the FMLN to ensure that new recruits 
could be trusted not to inform on existing clandestine supporters to 
the Salvadoran Armed Forces.97

Colombia’s M-19: Recruitment in Clandestine Organizations
The Colombian leftist guerilla movement, M-19, remained an urban, clandestine 
organization for most of its operational history. Many of the early recruits, as well 
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as later recruits, were targeted at Colombian universities. The universities acted as 
a sort of clandestine job fair for insurgent groups in Colombia, including M-19, the 
ELN, and the FARC. The university setting offered leftist recruiters ample opportu-
nity to observe, interact with, and ultimately draw in sympathetic individuals. The 
recruitment process could last several years, and most recruits were unaware that 
they were being targeted for recruitment into clandestine organizations until late 
in the process.

M-19 used a common risk-averse approach to recruitment by targeting individu-
als who were already politically active in legal organizations that had objectives 
and ideologies similar to those of the clandestine organization. Many of the origi-
nal M19 leaders belonged to the Juventudes Comunista (JUCO), or Communist 
Youth Movement, establishing a solid social network among the founding mem-
bers. With the help of this existing network, the founding members later partici-
pated in the FARC, the ELN, and Alianza Nacional Popular, or National Popular 
Alliance (ANAPO). When recruiting members, M-19 drew heavily from various 
political and social student organizations that exhibited leftist sympathies. Recruit-
ing from these organizations provided a ready pool of recruits with existing ties 
to known members and appropriate ideological affinities, both conditions which 
decreased the likelihood that recruits were covert agents. The danger of infiltra-
tion by covert agents was a problem, particularly after several high-profile M-19 
operations resulted in the killing of a labor union leader and the theft of thousands 
of weapons from the Colombian army. 

The recruitment process was typically slow. Known operatives carefully watched 
and vetted potential recruits, sometimes for as long as several years, before formally 
approaching them with invitations to join the clandestine organization. One for-
mer M-19 insurgent reported that she was unwittingly courted by M-19 for nearly 
two years before receiving a formal invitation. After she accepted the invitation to 
join, she discovered that the vast majority of her fellow compatriots in her leftist 
student organization were in fact M-19 members. Before officially being accepted 
into the organization, recruits were also given assignments to test their mettle and 
value to the organization.

Summer Newton, ed., Case Studies in Insurgency and Revolutionary Warfare: Colombia (1964–2009) (Fort 
Bragg, NC: USASOC, 2012), 247–250.

Covert resistance in the early phases of a resistance movement also 
impacts group dynamics in other ways. Clandestine organizations 
require an unusually high level of commitment from the individual, 
including a sweeping change in lifestyle that would otherwise be infea-
sible, or more difficult, in the absence of a strong group identity. This 
group identification tends to further solidify over time as “the excite-
ment of shared risks strengthens friendships.”98 Clandestine organi-
zations rely on strong ties to increase participation, while movements 
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operating in open political environments may rely on weak ties to form 
mass-based movements that are more successful in achieving their 
political objectives. As a result, while the clandestine organizations 
are compact and exhibit more homogenous interests, motivations, and 
identities among participants, mass-based movements can evidence 
more heterogeneous membership.

Recruitment in the early phases of clandestine movements is more 
likely to occur in safe territories. While the concept of safe territories 
is more often used to explain the persistence of an insurgency, such as 
when an armed actor enjoys a safe haven in a weak or welcoming state, 
safe territories also play a role in recruitment and mobilization pro-
cesses.99 Lorenzo Bosi describes a safe territory as a “physical space . . . 
in which social networks develop over time and shape formal and infor-
mal infrastructures of support that maintain dense affective, familial, 
and personal relations between armed activists and their local constitu-
encies.”100 While mature resistance movements with significant armed 
components, such as the FARC in Colombia, might have safe territories 
that extend over significant geographical territory, clandestine orga-
nizations generally have much less room to maneuver. In urban areas, 
a safe territory might be a university campus or nationalist neighbor-
hood enclaves. O’Connor and Oikonomakis describe how the Partiya 
Karkerên Kurdistan (PKK), the Kurdish Workers Party in Turkey, and 
the Fuerzas de Liberación Nacional/Ejército Zapatista de Liberación 
Nacional (FLN/EZLN) in Mexico first mobilized supporters in safe ter-
ritories provided by local universities. The initial mobilization in both 
resistance movements began with radical students, such as the PKK’s 
Abdullah calan, who diligently cultivated dense social networks that 
served as facilitators of recruitment, targeting “preexisting networks 
of friends and family and from those with a past history of activism.” 
While most were Kurdish, a significant number were also Turkish. The 
FLN/EZLN, led by César Germán Yáñez Muñoz, recruited in the “safe” 
university setting where he established a network of trusted recruits.101

Mobilization in the early phases is also likely to involve certain types 
of individuals referred to as early risers or early mobilizers.102 These 
individuals are critical to altering emotional and cognitive functions 
of the targeted audience that can have significant impacts on the pos-
sibility of more widespread mobilization in the future. In high-risk 
mobilization, such as in the early stages of a resistance movement or 
in clandestine groups, early mobilizers are critical. Early mobilizers or 
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risers have higher thresholds of fear and more robust motivations for 
participation. Early mobilizers are thought to initiate an emotive pro-
cess called fear abatement when engaging in initial protest or resis-
tance actions. The actions of the early mobilizers help to abate fear by 
alerting the more timid, quiescent members of the population that oth-
ers are dissatisfied with the regime and that fearful individuals would 
not be alone in targeting the regime:

Their actions break the reign of preference-fal-
sification that undergirds the regime, and leads  
to the second step of progressive, larger mobiliza-
tions . . . assuming repression is not increased.103

Early risers have identities similar to Viterna’s strong participant 
identity. Individuals with a strong participant identity have generally 
been involved in political activist organizations for some time. The 
identity is strong because it takes precedence over other identities 
available to individuals. In her study of female former guerrillas in the 
FMLN, some women with strong participant identities overcame signif-
icant barriers to participation, including identities or roles associated 
with motherhood. One woman, a mother, reported mobilizing with her 
husband and her two children, aged seven and nine.104

Discussing the authoritarian Franco regime in Spain, Hank John-
ston emphasizes the critical role that early risers played, noting that the 
first protests, highly vulnerable to repression, were attended by indi-
viduals with higher thresholds for fear.105 Though low in number, the 
early risers understood that people witnessing public discontent was a 
crucial component of propelling the movement’s maturity despite its 
relatively small size. The early protests had a different purpose than 
later protests. The first protests were symbolic actions, intended to 
communicate to the population held in check by fear that resistance is 
possible and less risky than they perceive it to be. The symbolic protests 
targeting the Franco regime included flag placements, graffiti writing, 
unauthorized singing at concerts, and mass shredding of official news-
papers. The symbolic actions initiate cat-and-mouse games with the 
police often looking “foolish and incompetent,” while protesters are 
perceived as daring and confident in comparison.106
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NONVIOLENCE AND MOBILIZATION

How does mobilization in violent campaigns differ from mobiliza-
tion in nonviolent campaigns? The question has become of particular 
importance to social scientists as research suggests that nonviolent cam-
paigns have been more successful than violent campaigns in the past 
century. Analyzing 323 violent and nonviolent resistance campaigns 
that occurred between 1900 and 2006, Erica Chenoweth and Maria 
Stephan found that nonviolent resistance movements were nearly twice 
as likely as their violent counterparts to achieve all or some of their 
aims.107 In particular, nonviolent resistance campaigns were more likely 
to achieve their objectives when the goal was regime change or libera-
tion from a foreign power, but they were less successful when secession 
was the objective.108 Additionally, the authors observed that transitions 
to democracy were more stable and less likely to culminate in civil war 
if the transition was nonviolent, as opposed to violent.109

What accounts for these differences in outcomes between violent 
and nonviolent resistance movements? The authors argue that the lat-
ter were relatively more successful in terms of mobilizing a broad and 
diverse segment of the population against a governing authority. The 
enhanced numbers in turn facilitated a number of processes necessary 
for successful resistance. Specifically, the authors note that the physi-
cal, moral, informational, and commitment-related barriers to partici-
pation were lower for nonviolent movements.110 Regarding the physical 
requirements to participation, the researchers note that participation 
“does not require strength, agility or youth. Participation in a nonvio-
lent campaign is open to female and elderly populations, whereas par-
ticipation in a violent resistance campaign is often, though not always, 
physically prohibitive.”111

Nonviolent campaigns also typically have an informational advan-
tage. Compared to violent movements, nonviolent campaigns rely less 
on underground activities, and therefore nonparticipants are able to 
observe open and growing collective acts of resistance, which in turn 
may lead them to conclude that participation is less risky.112 Similarly, 
nonviolent campaigns can easily incorporate the participation of those 
with relatively lower levels of commitment and risk tolerance. Unlike 
participation in a violent campaign, participants in a nonviolent cam-
paign are much less likely to face death. The relative anonymity of par-
ticipating in large, nonviolent groups also enables participants to return 



100

The Science of Resistance

to their jobs, families, and daily lives with less likelihood of disruption 
or major sacrifice.113 Lastly, ethical concerns over tactics are more likely 
to limit participation in violent movements than in nonviolent ones.114

Larger and more diverse participation in turn facilitates various 
mechanisms that increase the chances of success for a nonviolent 
movement. First, the more diverse the participation in terms of gen-
der, age, ethnicity, religion, profession, ideology, and socioeconomic 
status, the more difficult it will be for a governing authority to isolate 
the movement from the rest of society.115 Additionally, the more diverse 
and broad-based a movement, the higher the likelihood that members 
of the resistance share kinship ties or other connections with armed 
forces personnel and security and economic elites, who typically repre-
sent key pillars of regime support. These links in turn may lead to less 
elite support for crackdowns on nonviolent opposition and more sup-
port for negotiations and concessions to the opposition.116 Nonviolent 
movements are more likely to receive international support, while the 
use of violence against a nonviolent movement is more likely to result 
in international sanctions against the offending regime. The diversity 
of participation involving various societal sectors and groups is more 
likely to generate tactical diversity and innovation, which keeps a gov-
erning power off balance.117

While Chenoweth and Stephan’s research has helped to launch 
exciting research programs comparing nonviolent and violent cam-
paigns, there are some challenges to the evidence presented by the 
researchers. Some argue, for instance, that the results of Chenoweth 
and Stephan’s research are unreliable because resistance movements 
may transition to violence in especially “hard” cases when facing state 
repression. By contrast, resistance movements choose nonviolent strate-
gies in “easy” cases where brutal regime repression is less likely. As a 
result, the success of a nonviolent campaign is more reflective of the 
existing structural conditions than the efficacy of the strategy itself. In 
his study of the impact of indigenous peasant movements on authoritar-
ian rule in Mexico, Guillermo Trejo found that the movement shifted 
to violent strategies as the brutality of the government increased.118

Violent mobilization is also more likely in countries with fewer 
resources, whether political opportunities, financial resources, or 
human resources, while nonviolent mobilization occurs more in 
resource-rich environments. As a result, violent mobilization emerges 
in states with underdeveloped countries, low educational attainment, 
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and poor state capacity. Nonviolent mobilization, by contrast, is well 
suited for states in more urban and developed states that have good 
prospects for mass mobilization.119 The external conditions that shape 
the onset of violent and nonviolent mobilization, including repression 
and resource availability, can also impact the failure and success of the 
movements themselves. Furthermore, because violent strategies can 
exact high costs to governments without the mass mobilization neces-
sary in nonviolent campaigns, resistance leaders might adopt violent 
strategies to compensate for lower numbers when mass mobilization is 
less likely.120

CONCLUSION

The key resource of any resistance movement is its people. However, 
mobilizing recruits for participation in resistance movements remains 
one of the most significant and pressing challenges for resistance lead-
ers. Collective action requires uniting individuals with separate, and 
sometimes competing, interests, identities, and localities. Uniting a dis-
parate group of people into a cohesive unit capable of acting together 
requires sophisticated social solutions. Explaining the how and why of 
those social solutions is among the most intriguing puzzles in the sci-
ence of resistance. Social scientists have spent decades finding explana-
tions for how some resistance movements are able to overcome barriers 
to collective action.

There are numerous theories about what makes mobilization an 
especially difficult endeavor. One of the earliest, and most influential, 
is Olson’s free-rider problem that describes how the creation of public 
goods disincentivizes individuals from participating in costly resistance 
activities. Others argue that the key to overcoming the simple logic in 
Olson’s theory is understanding selective incentives. Resistance leaders 
offering lucrative resources, whether in terms of salary, loot, or natural 
resources, are able to persuade others to join. The incentives provide 
recruits with sufficient private gain to overcome the disincentive of 
the creation of a public good. When the theory of selective incentives 
explains mobilization, it means that personal greed, not ideology or 
grievances, is the primary motivator for resistance.

However, the free-rider and selective incentive theories are based 
on the assumption that people are rational actors pursuing the avenue 
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that reaps the highest benefits, or self-interest, and the lowest cost. Oth-
ers challenge the assumption that individuals are primarily rational 
and instead offer more emotive or affiliative explanations for mobiliza-
tion. Social networks and affiliative factors provide robust explanations 
for recruitment or mobilization. Individuals are drawn to resistance 
movements through kinship ties formed in social networks of friends 
and family. The longing for belonging and acceptance, or affiliative 
needs, also drives mobilization. Sometimes, affinity with the move-
ment’s ideology comes only after the individual has joined. Emotions, 
or in-process benefits, have also been found to be powerful mobilizers. 
Some are drawn to participation in resistance movements not because 
of any expected future payoffs but from emotional satisfaction obtained 
while participating. Others, however, are prompted to join by emotions 
of indignation or humiliation.

Some speculate that psychological factors or ideology play a role in 
facilitating mobilization processes. While it is common for observers to 
attribute psychological or cognitive disorders to individuals involved 
in resistance, particularly when indiscriminate or terrorist violence is 
involved, researchers have not identified any psychological or demo-
graphic profiles that predict who will join such movements. While 
many theories related to mobilization do not explicitly include ideol-
ogy, ideas can have significant impacts on mobilization processes. Ide-
ology, a comprehensive narrative system that incorporates a society’s 
existing norms, values, and beliefs, is a potent resource for resistance 
leaders. It can help incorporate locally occurring events into a larger 
narrative framework that directs attention to the movement’s goals and 
solutions. Moreover, when adapting or distorting societal beliefs, ideol-
ogy can help justify sanctioned behavior, such as suicide bombings or 
killing in-group members.

More recently, political scientists have looked at conflicts as dynamic 
processes that undergo large shifts across their life cycles. When shifts 
occur, they alter the interests, preferences, and identities of the actors 
involved, which means that different logics of participation are likely to 
be prevalent at the same time or in different stages of the conflict. In 
the control-collaboration model, the dynamics of violence and territo-
rial control influence individual preferences. When territorial control is 
contested, individuals in affected communities are more likely to mobi-
lize out of fear-based mechanisms. Different resistance phases also trig-
ger different logics of participation. In the ARIS phasing spectrum, the 
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clandestine or underground activities of movements in the incipient or 
crisis phases are likely to rely on social networks, affiliative factors, and 
individuals with lower risk perceptions to counteract the group’s high 
security risks and the uncertainty inherent in underground activities. 
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Resistance movements face numerous challenges and barriers to 
achieving their political goals. As discussed in previous chapters, some 
political conditions hinder or facilitate movements’ efforts. Resistance 
movements operating in authoritarian regimes with little or no polit-
ical freedoms are more constrained than groups operating in more 
democratic regimes. However, it is not only the external environment 
that shapes the future trajectory of a movement; leaders’ internal deci-
sions regarding the group’s “vision, direction, guidance, coordination, 
and organizational coherence” also play a role.1 These decisions, while 
having an obvious impact on the operation of a movement, also affect a 
group’s decision-making on preferable strategies and tactics. 

Leaders make decisions about a wide variety of issues, including 
internally and externally related matters. They need to make basic 
decisions about how to structure the group, how to properly resource 
it, and how to find safe spaces from which to effectively plan and oper-
ate. Moreover, all groups operate within a larger host population. 
Interactions with the host population have repercussions for a group’s 
legitimacy and levels of popular support. Among the most important 
strategic decisions leaders make is determining if, and when, the group 
transitions from nonviolent to violent tactics. 

Scholars explain most of these decisions, particularly those related 
to the transition to violence, as resulting from rational calculations. 
Academic investigations of similar issues, however, reveal how con-
nected seemingly prosaic decisions are to important strategic and tacti-
cal decisions regarding the use of violence and its relationship with the 
host population. This section explores research related to transitions 
from nonviolence to violence and also discusses how organizational 
structure, resourcing, and territorial control impact a group’s use of 
violence, the lethality, target, and scale of violence, and interactions 
with the host population.

The initial ARIS project, Casebook on Insurgency and Revolutionary 
Warfare, Volume II: 1962–2009, contains twenty-three case studies of resis-
tance movements ranging from nonviolent protest during the Orange 
Revolution in Ukraine to the 1994 Rwandan genocide and the classic 
leftist insurgent groups of Colombia. The methodology behind the case 
selection reflects the intention to represent a set of case studies diverse, 
both geographically and temporally; much changed since the initial 
Special Operations Research Office (SORO) studies that focused on 
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underground resistance movements from the Second World War and 
Maoist-inspired communist insurgencies.

In addition to offering this rich array of cases with varying geogra-
phies and places in history, the ARIS team expanded the case studies to 
include different resistance strategies. Resistance occurs in  insurgen-
cies, when nonstate armed groups and incumbent governments resort 
to widespread violence in support of their political goals, but resistance 
also occurs when thousands of protesters use nonviolent resistance tac-
tics to overturn the results of corrupt runoff presidential elections, as 
occurred in Ukraine. In other words, the case selection assumed that 
resistance and violence are not synonymous.

Since that time, research within the social sciences has come to 
similar conclusions. Whereas a great deal of research related to resis-
tance focused almost exclusively on full-blown civil wars, some scholars 
now recognize that while civil war is one manifestation of resistance, a 
long, unfolding process usually preceded the mass violence character-
istic civil war.2 Sometimes, the process was relatively short, measured 
in years, but in other cases, such as the protracted insurgency dogging 
Colombia, the processes are found decades in the past during previous 
episodes of violence. Regardless, the violence observed in civil war or 
insurgencies oftentimes first began as nonviolent resistance, such as 
the mass protests in Syria during the Arab Spring that slowly transi-
tioned to a deadly civil war over the course of several years. 

While the research on transitions from nonviolence to violence is a 
relatively small subfield in political science, one promising approach is 
found in the theory of relational dynamics. The theory differs from the 
broad, macrostructural factors attributed to the onset of violence in 
chapter 2 because it is concerned with explaining why violence erupts 
at certain times and places. It incorporates components of structure by 
considering how the larger political environment shapes conflict pro-
cesses, but it also incorporates the agency of the actors party to the 
conflict. Similarly, relational dynamics also differ from theories that 
treat violence as the outcome of rational calculations made by move-
ment leaders without reference to how repeated interactions between 
the resistance movement, competing movements, the state, nonstate 
actors, and foreign governments shape decision-making.3

Relational dynamics assess how repeated interactions between 
actors involved in conflict processes can lead to the adoption of 



Chapter 4: Why Are Some Resistance Strategies and Tactics Used Over Others?

113

violence. Interactions occur in numerous arenas, including between 
resistance movements and the political environment, among movement 
actors, between movement activists and security forces, and between 
a movement and a countermovement. Interactions in these domains 
between relevant actors during intense periods of mobilization, called 
protest cycles, are especially important. It is during the protest cycle 
that the mechanisms contributing to the outbreak of violence typically 
emerge. The mechanisms driving radicalization, including competitive 
escalation and political outbidding, involve different forms of competi-
tion. While it is expected that resistance actors compete with the tar-
geted regime, relational dynamics bring attention to how competition 
between actors within a movement, and between countermovements, is 
a surprising driver of radicalization as well.

Once a resistance movement adopts violence as a tactic, the ways in 
which it manifests are manifold. Violence varies according to a num-
ber of different factors, including lethality, target, and scale. In the 
case of rioting or attacks on property, violence is nonlethal. When vio-
lence is lethal, it varies in terms of scale. Some conflicts are far bloodier 
than others, killing tens of thousands, such as the Bosnian War, while 
other conflicts result in relatively fewer casualties, such as the several 
thousand who died in the long-running Irish Republican insurgency 
in Northern Ireland. Moreover, the targets of armed actors also vary. 
In some cases, armed actors target civilians at a higher rate than other 
organizations. Targeting of civilians can result from indiscriminate vio-
lence that targets based on suspected categories of people or selective 
violence that targets individuals based on personal culpability in some 
sanctioned behavior. 

The lethality, type, and scale of violence adopted by insurgent 
groups is influenced by decisions on organizational structure, resourc-
ing, and territorial control. Leaders generally make decisions on orga-
nizational structure according to the specific strategies and goals of the 
group. While initial decisions relating to organizational structure are 
related to strategy, organizational structures also impact future strate-
gies and tactics, particularly regarding the use of violence. Hierarchi-
cal structures are associated with higher levels of sustained violence. 
Groups with functionally based structures commit more lethal attacks 
than regionally based groups. Flat, networked structures, meanwhile, 
generate more intragroup competition that can be detrimental to the 
coherence of the group. Violent nonstate groups are often required 
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to organize to maximize secrecy in compartmentalized cells. The 
demands for secrecy generate the so-called terrorist dilemma in which 
leaders sacrifice command and control of the group.4 This inhibits the 
ability of the leadership to strategically guide the group, potentially 
leading to greater use of indiscriminate violence that inhibits positive 
relations with the host population.

Another relevant strategic decision regards the acquisition of safe 
spaces needed for planning and operating. Some armed groups remain 
underground, or clandestine, organizations that gain little in terms 
of territory. Groups successful in gaining territorial control, however, 
have a greatly expanded operational range. Territorial control provides 
greater latitude in how groups interact with the host population. In the 
control-collaboration model, the extent of territorial control is also cor-
related with a group’s reliance on selective, rather than indiscriminate, 
violence to consolidate gains against its opponents. Territorial control 
gives armed groups greater access to intelligence and enhanced incen-
tives for civilians to denounce defectors.

In addition to safe spaces, armed groups also require sufficient 
resourcing to maintain their planning and operational capabilities. 
While beds, beans, and bullets are the most obvious resources, they also 
need to pay off corrupt officials or finance shadow governance activi-
ties. More than just a means to an end, a group’s method of financing 
impacts its use of violence. Groups with economic endowments, such 
as lootable resources, are more prone to using indiscriminate violence, 
targeting civilians, and committing wartime atrocities. By contrast, 
groups that rely on social endowments use more selective violence and 
are more likely to be disciplined by norms outlining appropriate and 
inappropriate forms of combat.

TRANSITIONS FROM NONVIOLENCE TO VIOLENCE

This section discusses how scholars are using the contentious poli-
tics research program to advance the study of violent political conflict. 
Scholars in this field do not regard organized violence as an inherent 
facet of resistance, but instead assume that the use of violence is one 
choice among many possible ones. As a result, when the leadership of 
a resistance movement opts to use violence, it is a choice that requires 
explanation. In turn, this means that the study of a resistance movement 
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does not begin when the shooting starts but much earlier when the 
movement first coalesces as an organization concerned with making 
political claims against its targets. It is not uncommon for full-blown 
civil wars and insurgencies to emerge from nonviolent protest waves as 
the violent conflicts in Syria, Libya, Northern Ireland, Kashmir, and 
Palestine illustrate. However, resistance movements may continue to 
rely on nonviolent strategies with both armed and political wings.

Nonviolent resistance has long been a method of human conflict. 
Although the processes of nonviolent resistance have sometimes conin-
cided with particular philosophical and religious considerations, the 
tactics remain much the same, whether practiced by groups because of 
their ethical convictions or as a strategic expedient. Nonviolent resis-
tance movements have had numerous successes over the last forty years, 
including the Solidarity movement in Poland during the 1980s, which 
organized massive labor strikes that ultimately unseated the ruling 
communist regime; the 2004–2005 Orange Revolution in the Ukraine, 
which saw mass mobilization and broad civil disobedience overthrow 
the results of a corrupt electoral process; and the January 2011 Lotus 
Revolution in Egypt, when massive protests in Tahrir Square forced 
President Hosni Mubarak to relinquish his presidency after ruling for 
thirty years.

Gene Sharp, a prominent scholar of nonviolent movements, defined 
nonviolent resistance as “a technique of socio-political action for apply-
ing power in a conflict without the use of violence.”5 The techniques 
are outside the boundaries of conventional political processes, such as 
voting, lobbying, and interest-group organizing. The persuasiveness of 
nonviolent campaigns derives from the continual, tactical innovation 
that produces societal disruption. The tactics are a variety of social, 
political, and economic methods, including boycotts, strikes, pro-
tests, sit-ins, stay-aways, and other forms of noncooperation and civil 
disobedience intended to put pressure on a ruling authority.6, 7 In the 
twenty-first century, resistance movements, including those that use 
nonviolence, have benefitted from global telecommunication networks 
that link existing social networks, generating novel, virtual social net-
works in the information domain.8

Initially, the research in contentious politics focused almost exclu-
sively on nonviolent resistance movements. Researchers evidenced a 
selection bias that favored the study of movements attractive to West-
ern liberalism, such as campaigns centered on human rights or gender 
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equality.9 More recently, the range of empirical research expanded to 
include violent resistance movements, demonstrating the usefulness 
applying the findings on nonviolent resistance movements to those 
with less attractive goals, including campaigns that rely on sustained, 
organized violence.10 Drawing on social movement theory, the program 
offers a rich set of conceptual tools, processes, and mechanisms to bet-
ter explain how the dynamics of resistance contribute to the adoption 
of violent tactics. 

The rational choice explanations for the transition to violence are 
helpfully illustrated by the concept of the threshold of violence, as 
depicted in the equivalent response model in Figure 4.11

Figure 4. Equivalent response model.

A group’s decisions to use violence and how much violence to apply 
to its target are based on calculations of the relative effectiveness of vio-
lence versus other tactics. As shown in Figure 4, resistance movement 
leaders also need to consider the threshold of violence, or the point 
at which violent tactics become counterproductive as popular support 
is lost or too weak to achieve their objectives. In the initial stages of 
the transition to violence, resistance movements generally begin with 
smaller scale operations, such as terrorist actions. As the group gains 
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momentum and resources, it may adopt more sophisticated tactics such 
as small-scale guerrilla actions, culminating in full-blown conventional 
tactics. This phasing describes the trajectory of the Liberation Tigers 
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), which began using violent, irregular tactics 
in the late 1970s but developed capabilities for conventional tactics by 
the 1990s.12, 13 Leaders seek to operate in the band of excellence that 
balances the need for effectiveness without compromising popular sup-
port. However, it is important to note that the state security forces also 
need to find this band of excellence to effectively counter resistance 
movement operations without comprising its legitimacy.

Resistance movements rely on various strategies to push that upper 
threshold of violence to achieve maximum effect in pursuit of their 
objective. One such strategy is using violence to provoke an extreme 
government countermeasure that targets population indiscriminately. 
When the strategy is successful, it generates feelings of injustice and 
anger among the targeted community, increasing its level of tolerance 
for insurgent violence. Another common nonviolent tactic is the provi-
sion of social services to gain popular support for the group’s opera-
tions. Lastly, resistance movements can also use narrative framing to 
expand the community’s norms on legitimate targets of violence and 
acceptable thresholds of violence.

Contentious politics aims to explain organizational transitions 
from nonviolent to violent tactics and strategies as part of the larger 
process of radicalization.14, 15 Explanations within the research empha-
size relational dynamics among actors and stakeholders, inside and 
outside the organization, as well as in the surrounding environment. 
The process of radicalization unfolds in repeated interactions between 
actors involved in the conflict. In this regard, radicalization is not seen 
as emerging from a particular class of people or even a particular ideol-
ogy. Instead, radicalized groups most often emerge as splinter groups 
from broader opposition movements. The relational dynamics theory 
differs from previous theories that treated violence as a rational stra-
tegic choice made by movement leaders who maintain violence as the 
most effective means of achieving their goals. The theory also departs 
from the macrostructural causes of violence, such as political margin-
alization and poor socioeconomic development, as the primary precur-
sors to political violence.16 As Gianluca De Fazio explains:
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[Political] violence does not necessarily emerge from 
individuals’ dispositions or grievances, nor is it the nec-
essary outcome of structural or cultural factors. While 
these factors shape the context of contention, they 
cannot explain the timing of violent radicalization.17

Radicalization is context sensitive and emerges from interactions 
among individuals, groups, and institutional actors in numerous are-
nas of interaction.18 There are four basic arenas of interaction that 
are especially important to the process of radicalization: (1) between 
resistance movements and the political environment, (2) among move-
ment actors, (3) between movement activists and security forces, and 
(4) between a movement and a countermovement. Some of these are-
nas of interaction have been treated elsewhere in the text. The first 
arena, between resistance movements and the political environment, is 
discussed as a political opportunity structure in chapter 2. This section 
focuses on the arenas of interaction that have not been fully discussed 
elsewhere. Interactions within the arenas occur during ongoing protest 
cycles unleashing causal mechanisms that can contribute to shifts in 
violence.19

Protest Cycle

The radicalization of a previously nonviolent resistance movement 
occurs within the context of a protest cycle. A protest cycle is a period 
of heightened or intense mobilization. Sidney Tarrow further defines a 
protest cycle as:

a phase of heightened conflict across the social system: 
with a rapid diffusion of collective action from more 
mobilized to less mobilized sectors; a rapid pace of 
innovation in the forms of contention; the creation or 
new or transformed collective action frames; a com-
bination of organized and unorganized participation; 
and sequences of intensified information flow and 
interaction between challengers and authorities.20

In the twenty-first century, the most influential protest cycle occurred 
during the Arab Spring. Protest against the entrenched authoritarian 
regimes in the Middle East diffused from its origin in Tunisia to less 
mobilized societies in Libya, Egypt, Syria, and elsewhere in the region. 
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As the protests spread to other countries, so too did the tactics and tech-
niques that were successful in ousting Tunisian President Ben Ali from 
power. The raucous street protests in Tunisia shared similarities with 
those that later brought down President Hosni Mubarak in Egypt.21, 22 
The nonviolent resistance characterizing the early Arab Spring, how-
ever, gave way to civil war in Syria as the interactions between protesters 
and the Syrian security forces became increasingly violent. 

A protest cycle is a period of heightened or intense mobilization.

Protest cycles have common characteristics or stages that help to elu-
cidate the process whereby a nonviolent resistance movement becomes 
radicalized and adopts violence. The first is expansion through diffu-
sion, which is previously described in the example of the Arab Spring. 
In this stage, early risers are critical in encouraging more mass-based 
participation by revealing the vulnerabilities of the authorities. As the 
protest set off by diffusion expands, countermovements emerge that 
attempt to bolster or restore the status quo. Elites also begin to mobi-
lize, usually deploying a mixed bag of repression and reform policies 
to counter challenges to their authority. At this juncture in the protest 
cycle, mass protest may start to slow down, but components of the resis-
tance movement may also radicalize as internal and external pressures 
brought on by interactions with state authorities and countermove-
ments alter the calculus of factions within the movement.23 Several 
mechanisms emerging from arenas of interaction prod the transition 
from nonviolence to violence, including outbidding, the different pace 
of demobilization, competitions for power among and between move-
ments, and the formation of countermovements. Before discussing the 
mechanisms, however, it is necessary to analyze another concept from 
contentious politics that further illuminates the issue—repertoires of 
contention. 

Repertoires of Contention

Repertoires of contention comprise the cluster of acts resistance 
movements use to make claims against their targets, usually state 
actors. The concept is an important one because it helps researchers 
think about why resistance movements adopt some actions over others, 
including violence or particular types of violence. Charles Tilly, who 
first developed the concept, defines it simply as “the ways that people 
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work together in pursuit of shared interests.”24 Each society, culture, 
historical movement, or other differentiated group has access to a set 
of stock contentious acts that are familiar and meaningful to the tar-
get audience. The acts, because they are culturally embedded within 
a society, are familiar and resonate with the movement’s audience. In 
Ireland, the hunger strike is a historically and culturally familiar way 
to protest against injustice, dating back centuries to the Brehon legal 
system.25 The Irish Republicans frequently used the hunger strike in 
prison as a form of political protest against the British, sometimes to 
great strategic effect.26, 27 As a concept, repertoires of contention are 
consciously described in theatrical language to capture the extent to 
which contentious politics is culturally scripted but also offers room for 
improvisation in, for example, “loosely scripted theater.”28

Repertoires of contention are the acts, often clustered, resistance movements use  
to make claims against their targets.

Successful resistance movements continually seek to creatively adapt 
existing repertoires to gain tactical advantage, but most adaption gen-
erally occurs within already well-established routines within repertoires 
learned over generations. Despite the long history of hunger strikes in 
Ireland, other forms of contention are more fleeting and evolve along-
side historical conditions. As a result, repertoires differ according to 
place and time and across groups. The most familiar forms of nonvio-
lent contention, the political march, demonstration, and mass partici-
pation, first came into use in nineteenth-century Europe.29, 30, 31

Resistance movements deploy three main types of repertoires: vio-
lent, conventional, and disruptive. The first, violence, is among the old-
est known repertoires.32, 33 Although in traditional military and defense 
education, violence is generally depicted as an extreme form of coer-
cion, viewing violence through the lens of repertoires reveals the per-
formative perspective of violence. Not every act of violence perpetrated 
by a resistance movement is intended to overwhelm a target’s security 
forces. Instead, violence is also deployed to “weld supporters together, 
dehumanize opponents, and demonstrate a movement’s prowess.”34 
The perpetration of violence is also used to cultivate a collective iden-
tity and a sense of solidarity among participants.35

Another frequently used form of contention is disruption. Disrup-
tion is a threat of the use of violence. Similar to violence, it has a perfor-
mative aspect as it signals to others the determination of the movement. 



Chapter 4: Why Are Some Resistance Strategies and Tactics Used Over Others?

121

Disruption seeks to interrupt everyday routines of opponents, authori-
ties, and onlookers so that public life cannot seamlessly function as 
it does under normal circumstances. By disrupting business as usual, 
whether through blocking traffic or staging sit-ins in public spaces, a 
resistance movement forces interaction with authorities. Disruption is a 
powerful but difficult form of contention to sustain. It requires constant 
innovation on the part of a resistance movement as police or military 
soon develop tactics to counter it. Disruption is also significant inso-
much as it is tactically close to violence. Because disruption requires a 
high level of commitment, while the moderate rank and file of a move-
ment soon leave to return to their private lives, more militant members 
remain, who, in turn, are more likely to adopt violent tactics.36

In contrast to disruptive forms of contention, conventional forms 
of contention are widely accepted and used. Some methods, such as 
strikes and demonstrations, were once disruptive but migrated to con-
ventional repertoires once they were widely institutionalized through 
legalization in the West. As an example, police in the United States 
give demonstrators helpful hints on the most effective ways to stage a 
demonstration. Strikes and demonstrations have become such a famil-
iar part of the contentious landscape that they have acquired a habitu-
alized aspect, from the signs people carry to the slogans and chants 
they shout. Conventional forms of contention, however, are beneficial 
because they are able to attract a wide variety of individuals who per-
ceive little danger or uncertainty in participation.37

Most repertoires of contention change glacially, shifting as histori-
cal epochs draw to a close and new ones open. The advent of print, 
the emergence of the modern state, and industrialization profoundly 
impacted how organized challengers protested against political author-
ities.38 However, the protest cycle also unleashes numerous mechanisms 
that lead resistance movements to shift their repertoires of contention 
to include new or adapted forms of protest. One such shift, of course, 
is when a movement relying predominantly on nonviolent tactics shifts 
to predominantly violent tactics. In contentious politics, this process is 
often referred to as radicalization.
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Protest, Repression, and Tactical Innovation

Contentious politics researchers observe that violence emerges as a 
by-product of repeated interactions between challengers and state secu-
rity forces. In this arena of interaction, called the protest-repression 
nexus, protests by resistance movements are met with repression by gov-
ernment forces that in turn generates more dissent by protestors.39 This 
tit-for-tat strategy contributes to the emergence of violent contention.40 
As challengers leverage disruptive and conventional forms of protest, 
political authorities muster their own response. The response is typi-
cally a mixture of repressive measures and reform policies designed to 
demobilize the resistance movement by raising the costs of resistance 
but also detracting from the movement’s appeal to its broader audience. 

While the reforms occur in the hallowed halls of state legislatures, 
repressive measures play out on the streets as domestic security forces 
attempt to restore law and order.41, 42 Broader factors in the environ-
ment also play a role, as some regimes are more willing than others 
to use harsh repressive measures.43 Some policing will stay within the 
bounds of “negotiated management” that includes legitimate, legal, 
and conventional methods of containing challenges to political author-
ity.44 In other cases, however, policing devolves into a pattern of interac-
tive violence that is a key factor leading to protest escalation.45

The protest-repression nexus emerges from the dynamics of a 
movement’s requirement for tactical innovation and adaption. Because 
most resistance movements are less powerful than the states they con-
front, they rely on continual innovation to disrupt public order and 
to mobilize supporters. Meanwhile, security forces are also forced to 
innovate and adapt to counter the challenges to political authority. It 
is within the back-and-forth tactical interaction where transitions to 
violence emerge. In his analysis of the black movement in the US dur-
ing the 1960s, Doug McAdam describes how black insurgent groups 
continually adapted tactically in response to interactions with southern 
white segregationists to sustain the movement’s momentum.46, 47 The 
movement’s tactical innovations corresponded with peaks of movement 
activity. The tactical innovations included the bus boycott, the sit-in, 
the freedom rides, community campaigns, and finally the urban riot. 
After a tactical innovation, the movement’s activity declined as oppo-
nents developed effective countermeasures. Each innovation generated 
a corresponding response from white segregationists, which included 
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extralegal physical violence and intimidation, as well as legal obstruc-
tion carried out by law enforcement and government officials. As the 
efficacy of a tactic declined, the black movement adapted to other 
forms of protest that circumvented the countermeasures.48

Different Pace of Demobilization

Interactive violence also initiates internal dynamics that contribute 
to the adoption of violence. Repression can raise the cost of partici-
pation for many peripheral supporters, so they are often among the 
first to demobilize. As the moderates leave a movement, the remaining 
activists are the most “hard core” and the most likely to use violence, a 
mechanism referred to as the “different pace of demobilization.” Often, 
government authorities also seek to negotiate or co-opt the moder-
ates while repressing more radical components of a movement. As a 
result, upticks in resistance violence are paradoxically often first seen 
in a movement’s decline as peripheral members or moderates leave the 
organization and the hard-core activists remain to take the reins of 
control.49

Different pace of demobilization occurs when state repression and  
negotiation raise the cost of participation for members or resolve pressing  

issues, leaving a highly committed, radicalized core that raises the likelihood  
of a transition to violence.

Internal Competition for Power

Interactive violence between a movement and security forces also 
impacts interaction among actors within a movement. Actors within a 
movement may be competing among themselves while also competing 
with an external adversary. In this regard, the strategies and tactics of a 
movement can be driven by factors internal to the organization, not just 
by external pressures. While resistance organizations are often treated 
as monolithic, homogenous entities, movements include a diverse field 
of actors. Movements may start out on the basis of shared interests and 
goals, but they rarely stay that way as differences emerge over ideol-
ogy, strategies, tactics, and goals.50 Moreover, most movements include 
organizations and individuals who are less willing to support a transi-
tion to violence (moderates) and those more willing to support such a 
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transition (radicals). Competition for power among these subgroups 
can be a decisive factor in a violent, radical splinter group’s departure 
from a larger nonviolent social movement. The splinter group then 
actively generates new opportunities for violence in the ongoing protest 
cycle.51 Repression can instigate competitions for power between vari-
ous actors within a movement as they struggle over whose tactics and 
strategies should be adopted. As Tarrow describes:

Competition may arise from ideological conflicts, 
from competition for space, or from personal conflicts 
for power between leaders. Whatever its source, a com-
mon outcome of competition is radicalization.52

Nevertheless, the adoption of violence is generally an incremental pro-
cess. At the outset, violence is largely unplanned and arises organically 
from predominantly nonviolent tactics, whether sit-ins, occupations, or 
protests. Spontaneous violence might emerge, for example, in clashes 
between police and demonstrators at a large protest. The small-scale 
violence, however, contributes to the development of small units within 
the organization that “specialize in increasingly extreme tactics” and 
“[build] up an armory for such tactics.”53

Transitions to Violence Among Left-Wing Resistance Movements
In her research on left-wing opposition groups in Italy during the 1960s and 1970s, 
Donatella della Porta explains how radical splinter groups broke off from the main 
left-wing social movement that had until then adopted nonviolent strategies. Facing 
stiff repression from the state, segments of the left-wing movement disagreed about 
the most effective way to pursue their goals, whether through violence or nonvio-
lence. Ironically, the disagreements led to physical violence between members that 
required the formation of self-defense squads for protection against other left-wing 
activists. The self-defense squads engaged in daily violent altercations with their 
political opponents in the state, other left-wing activists, and countermovement 
opponents on the fascist far-right. Individuals involved in the self-defense squad 
reported becoming slowly habituated to violence as the weapons of choice evolved 
from fists, to stones, then eventually to guns. Violent struggle against the Italian 
state peaked in the 1970s with the formation of the ’77 Movement and the Red Bri-
gades, radical leftist clandestine groups that practiced armed struggle.54

Political Outbidding

Another causal mechanism activated during protest cycles that 
contribute to the transition to violence is political outbidding. Political 
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outbidding is a form of competition that arises between groups com-
peting for scarce resources in the organizationally dense field of actors 
that often makes up a resistance movement. Similar to the competition 
for power mechanism previously discussed, disagreements between 
the groups arise over the appropriate strategies and goals to adopt. 
However, groups with similar goals at the outset also find themselves 
competing for sources of external funding, allies among the political 
elite, recruits, legitimacy, and media coverage, among other important 
resources. Political outbidding describes how competition among these 
groups contributes to violence by encouraging them to seek ways to 
differentiate their group from the others in the field. Outbidding is 
defined as “action-counteraction dynamics in which each side raises 
the stakes in response to the other.”55 One way to differentiate, of 
course, is through the adoption of increasingly violent tactics. As one 
group adopts violence, other groups are oftentimes forced to follow in 
an effort to “outbid” one another.56

Political outbidding is a form of competition that arises between groups competing for 
scarce resources in the organizationally dense field of actors that often makes up a resis-

tance movement.

The adoption of violence occurs when radical flanks of a group 
use extreme claims to protect their community and interests. The radi-
cals also accuse the groups that remain moderate of selling out, which 
in turn can spur moderate groups to adopt more radical, violent tac-
tics in an effort to remain relevant. Political outbidding among groups 
seeking to differentiate themselves from the crowd helps to radicalize 
across the movement as it legitimizes and normalizes radical action. 
Whereas before violence was seen as extreme, it becomes increasingly 
viewed as a morally appropriate and righteous means of protecting a 
community’s interests, values, and beliefs. 

Countermovements to Irish Republican Insurgency in Northern Ireland
Gianluca de Fazio explains how political outbidding occurred in Northern Ire-
land among the many organizational actors in the 1960s civil rights movement 
that eventually gave way to a decades-long insurgency waged by the PIRA. External 
dynamics, such as state repression and the formation of a hostile countermovement, 
aided the efforts of some groups in the civil rights movement to radicalize. The 
civil rights movement in Northern Ireland first developed under a large umbrella 
organization, the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA), which chal-
lenged the discriminatory policies of the Protestant-dominated Northern Irish 
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state that marginalized various sectors of society, especially the Catholic minority. 
The NICRA, while largely moderate, contained radical elements, particularly the 
student-led People’s Democracy. While initially the groups cooperated, differences 
arose as the People’s Democracy advocated transgressive tactics that sought to pro-
voke and antagonize the Protestant-dominated police force and Protestant Loyal-
ists who defended Northern Ireland’s continued ties with Great Britain. In 1969, 
the People’s Democracy arranged a march through a virulently Loyalist neighbor-
hood in Derry, the second-largest city in the country, in an effort of “calculated 
martyrdom.” The demonstrators were predictably mobbed and attacked by Loyal-
ists who were aided by off-duty police. After the brutal attacks, which were widely 
televised, the People’s Democracy gained a great deal of sympathy, and resources, 
from the Catholic population.

At the same time, moderates gained ground in conventional politics as civil rights 
leaders were elected to seats in the Northern Ireland Parliament in 1969. Mobi-
lization dwindled as moderates in the civil rights movement stepped away from 
transgressive contention of mass protests and demonstrations to push their aims 
through legitimate political channels. In the environment of increasingly scarce 
resources, the People’s Democracy began to emphasize its militancy to distinguish 
itself from the NICRA and other moderate groups in the civil rights movement. 
Its provocative tactics, such as the march in Derry, gained supporters, allowing 
the radical group to exercise more leadership over the movement. Under more 
radical guidance, and in an increasingly ethnically divided society, protests on the 
streets of Belfast and Derry became more violent as police, Loyalists, and Catho-
lics clashed repeatedly. Civil disturbances gave way to ethnic riots and sectarian 
attacks. The People’s Democracy continued to lambast the more moderate NICRA 
for its failure to produce tangible results or protect the Catholic minority. By 1969, 
the British Army was deployed to contain the explosive situation.57 Splinter factions 
within the Irish Republican Army (IRA), citing the need for defense of the Catho-
lic community, formed the PIRA in 1969. The PIRA, whose membership included 
radicalized members of the civil rights movement, openly advocated for armed 
struggle against Britain and the Northern Irish state in pursuit of reunification 
with the Republic of Ireland.58, 59

The radicalization after political outbidding also illustrates how a movement’s 
claims shift alongside its tactics. The transition to violence in Northern Ireland 
was also accompanied by a shift in the claims made by the movement. At the out-
set of the civil rights movement, protesters advocated for limited political, social, 
and economic reforms within the Northern Ireland state. The radicalization in 
tactics coincided with a transition from these limited objectives of protesters to 
maximalist demands after repressive action by counterprotesters. Increasingly, 
radical components of the civil rights movement, including the People’s Democ-
racy, demanded the dissolution of the union with Great Britain and reunification 
with the Republic of Ireland. The increasing use of violence by both sides led to 
the transformation of demands, as state violence increased protesters’ perceptions 
of the illegitimacy of the Northern Ireland state and led to boundary activation or 
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an increase in us–them thinking, which in this case corresponded to an increasing 
salience in ethnic differences between Protestants and Catholics.60 In this regard, 
relational dynamics also play a role in leading to an escalation of claims made by 
resistance actors. 

STRATEGIES AND TACTICS

The previous section looked at how relational dynamics contribute 
to the adoption of some strategies and tactics over others, particularly 
in the transition from nonviolence to violence.61 Other approaches in 
political science look at the question from different perspectives, but 
generally in reference to groups already engaged in an insurgency or 
civil war.62, 63 Environmental conditions and resistance movement lead-
ers’ early choices impact future behaviors or limit the range of stra-
tegic and tactical choices available to them. Using theory developed 
in organizational studies, political scientists analyze how a movement’s 
organizational structure influences its decision-making and behavior, 
whether in terms of operational capacity or ability to strategically plan 
for the movement as a whole. Decisions on organizational structure are 
often based on the delicate balance between command and control on 
the one hand and secrecy and operational effectiveness on the other. 

Leaders need to make decisions about the best way to organize but 
also about how to resource their operations. Violent insurgent groups 
use a variety of methods to finance their operations, from taxes on 
local communities to drug trafficking and natural resource exploita-
tion. Just like a group’s organizational structure, the methods a group 
uses impact how the group relates to the host population it purports 
to represent. Predatory financing methods are associated with higher 
levels of indiscriminate violence and civilian deaths, leaching popular 
support for the group. 

Many, but not all, violent insurgencies form because of struggles 
related to territory. Some organizations are successful in gaining con-
trol of territory, while others are not. Territorial control, or lack of it, 
has a significant impact on an organization’s operational tactics. Some 
political scientists even conjecture that terrorism is a tactic used almost 
exclusively by clandestine organizations that lack such control. More-
over, groups that do have territorial control are able to establish shadow 
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governance activities that provide opportunities for population control 
and increased legitimacy among the host population. 

Organizational Structure

Insurgent groups generally adopt one of three main types of orga-
nizations: hierarchies, networks, or edges.64 A classic military unit has 
a strict hierarchy where authority is established according to one’s 
level and position. Hierarchies are contrasted with network structures, 
which are organically evolved sets of relationships between individu-
als. Authority in a pure network comes from personal relationships, 
reputation, and to some extent network position. In this type of struc-
ture, more well-connected individuals may exert more influence. David 
Alberts and Richard Hayes popularized a third option called an “edge” 
structure.65 An edge has clearer vertical lines of authority than a net-
work. Authority is partially established by position, but it is designed 
to be much flatter than hierarchies. This allows more cross-cutting 
connections for information flow, distributes more decision-making 
authority to individuals, and is more flexible in allowing ad hoc teams 
to form and focus around specific problems.

The choice between hierarchy, network, and edge organiza-
tions involves trade-offs, with each type of system having different 
strengths.66, 67 Organizational research emphasized the importance of 
matching organizational forms to specific tasks and situations: 

• How important is speed of response? Hierarchical command 
structures involve delay as requests move up and down a 
chain of command and bottleneck when managers have to 
prioritize some decisions at the expense of others. Flatter 
systems typically gain speed but sacrifice reliability and 
quality control. 

• How important is specialization? As an organization matures, 
it begins to set up specialized functions such as media 
production or weapons training. If it does not, it risks wasting 
resources on redundant efforts.

• How costly are mistakes? Private corporations can tolerate a 
great deal of variance in quality for the sake of novelty and 
freshness; likewise, a newly formed insurgency might highly 
value surprise at the cost of the occasional operational 
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disaster. An established automobile manufacturer may have 
much less tolerance for manufacturing defects; likewise, a 
late-stage insurgency trying to establish legitimacy may have 
much less tolerance for accidental civilian deaths or public 
relations disasters.

• How important is unity of command? Effective hierarchical 
command structures maximize consistency. In a mature 
insurgency, coordination of units and military, political, and 
communications actions can be crucial.

• Are there cultural reasons to favor centralization? A hierarchy 
may be preferable if an organization’s membership strongly 
favors it. This could be the case in a resistance movement 
that recruits heavily from ex-military personnel. 

Another key decision resistance leaders make is between regional 
and functional structures. Regionally based groups locate all functions 
in a specified area. This organizational type is especially responsive 
to local conditions. By contrast, functionally based groups have spe-
cialized support groups within a centralized command. Leadership 
dispatches specialists to other groups as needs arise. Structure also 
strongly affects an organization’s ability to learn and adapt. Groups 
with regionally based structures are generally better at perceiving and 
adapting to local conditions. Those in functional structures, where spe-
cialists in an area (e.g., military strategy) mostly interact with other 
specialists, may attain a higher level of professionalism in that specialty 
and be able to take on more complex tasks.

Decisions regarding organizational structure appear to make a dif-
ference in the functioning of insurgent groups.68 Violent groups that 
adopt a vertically integrated functional structure, and thus have spe-
cialized units dedicated to violence, commit more lethal attacks and 
sustain violence over longer periods of time. Although networked orga-
nizations enjoy operational advantages because of their greater flexibil-
ity and autonomy, hierarchical organizations are able to produce more 
large-scale sustained violence as a result of three benefits of hierarchy: 
(1) clear lines of command and control that coordinate efforts by dif-
ferent parts of an organization, (2) accountability between functional 
units and central authority, and (3) specialization within units.69 The 
Basque separatist group Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (Basque Homeland 
and Freedom, or ETA) in Spain reorganized itself between vertical and 
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flat structures several times and demonstrated more violence during 
periods of vertical organization.70

Each of these benefits in turn facilitates processes that enable hier-
archies to sustain higher levels of production of violence. Clear lines of 
authority in hierarchies enable greater leadership agenda setting. The 
relationship between the agenda setter and subordinate units is clear 
and unidirectional.71 Networked organizations have multiple actors ful-
filling the same functions, making them more flexible and resilient. At 
the same time, it can lead to unclear accountability and competition 
over agenda control.72 Additionally, hierarchical groups such as Hamas 
and Lebanese Hizbollah have specialized units that focus on produc-
ing specific outputs, such as violence, public goods (i.e., health care 
and education), and political activity (i.e., standing candidates for polit-
ical office). As a result, those carrying out violence within hierarchi-
cally organized insurgent groups are specialists able to sustain higher 
incidences of violence that are also more lethal than nonspecialists.73

Organizations spend considerable resources managing internal 
knowledge. These initiatives may involve creating information sys-
tems to ease sharing of information across divisions. While in business 
organizations, open, cross-cutting information sharing is preferable, 
insurgent groups operate in conditions of secrecy. As a result, commu-
nication must be carefully managed. The need for secrecy and security 
can trump all other concerns, particularly in the early incipient phase 
of resistance when the group is especially vulnerable to interdiction. 

The demand for secrecy means that compartmentalization is often 
a critical organizational priority. In compartmentalized organizations, 
members are divided into cells where they have little knowledge or con-
tact outside of the cell. If one member is compromised, the arrest does 
not have cascading effects across all the cells, endangering the larger 
organization. Usually only the leader has contact with the outside and 
relays instructions or requests through a single contact outside of the 
group. In some cases, even the leader may not have regular personal 
contact with cell members. 

While it satisfies the demand for secrecy, a networked, decentral-
ized, or compartmentalized organizational structure can produce 
suboptimal outcomes. Jacob Shapiro calls this the terrorist dilemma.74 
The need to stay covert forces insurgent groups to adopt a networked 
structure, where local cells are empowered to make decisions on all 
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operational and administrative matters, including spending, tactics, 
and targets. However, the decisions cells make may differ from the pref-
erences of leaders and could ultimately harm the interests of the group. 

The potential tug-of-war between resistance leadership and autono-
mous cells produces principal–agent issues and agency losses. A prin-
cipal, in this case a leader within a terrorist movement, must delegate 
authority for carrying out tasks to an agent, the terrorist operative. 
Agency losses arise when the preferences of agents on matters related 
to spending, tactics, and target selection differ from those of the del-
egating principals in charge. An exchange between Abu Hafs al-Masri, 
an al-Qaeda military commander in the late 1990s, and Abu Khabab, 
a member of Egyptian Islamic Jihad who began working closely with 
al-Qaeda in the late 1990s, illustrates the issue of preference diver-
gence and agency loss. In the exchange, al-Masri, the principal, objects 
to the spending activity of Khabab, the agent, claiming the latter failed 
to properly submit claims for his travel expenses with the al-Qaeda 
accountant, took too much sick leave, and overspent on an air-condi-
tioning unit.75

Issues of preference divergence also arise on more important mat-
ters of strategy and tactics. In particular, agents may carry out violence 
that principals view as counterproductive. For instance, in 2005, Ayman 
al-Zawahiri, then the second-in-command of al-Qaeda, wrote a letter 
to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the leader of al-Qaeda in Iraq, chastising 
him for carrying out beheadings and urging him to consider other less 
graphic methods:

Among the things which the feelings of the Muslim 
populace who love and support you will never find 
palatable—also—are the scenes of slaughtering the 
hostages  .  .  . we are in a battle, and that more than 
half of this battle is taking place in the battlefield of 
the media. . . . And we can kill the captives by bullet. 
That would achieve that which is sought after without 
exposing ourselves to the questions and answering to 
doubts. We don’t need this.76

Counterproductive violence is also attributed to the covert struc-
ture terrorist groups must adopt to survive. The necessity of avoid-
ing government forces means that terrorists lead isolated lives, which 
may in turn make them ill informed regarding the potential impact 
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of their actions. Shapiro noted that this dynamic was present during 
the Islamist challenge to the rule of President Hafez al-Assad in Syria 
from 1979 to 1982, when local cells repeatedly conducted attacks that 
the outside leadership opposed, given their knowledge of the broader 
political situation.77

Leaders of terrorist groups face difficult choices while trying to 
minimize agency losses that arise from these principal–agent issues. 
The organizational practices that could minimize agency losses also 
expose terrorist organizations to a greater scrutiny by security forces 
combatting them. For instance, greater bureaucracy and paperwork 
are ways of acquiring information on the activity of agents.78 Such over-
sight, however, generates additional communications activity, which 
in turn can pose a security risk. Al-Qaeda in Iraq kept very detailed 
and centralized records of its financial activity, which proved useful for 
counterterrorism efforts once the records were captured by American 
forces in 2007 and 2008.79 The terrorist dilemma is often inescapable. It 
illustrates how choices regarding organizational structure lead to inevi-
table tensions and contradictions within violent resistance movements 
that impact their activities and use of violence. 

Organizational Structure and Resistance Movement Resilience
Whether violent or nonviolent, resistance activities may sometimes 

be carried out by a host of organizations rather than by a single entity. 
Some researchers, therefore, speculate whether the network structure 
of the overall resistance movement helps explain the sustainability of 
resistance activities over a period of time. Resilience is especially impor-
tant in nondemocratic regimes under which political opposition is gen-
erally not legal or faces higher and more severe rates of repression. 

In a study of the resistance against the communist government in 
Poland in the late 1960s and late 1970s, Maryjane Osa argued that 
the resistance movement in the latter period was more resilient in the 
face of government repression.80, 81 During the previous period, protest 
occurred in “islands of opposition” carried by one class, whether it was 
the students and intelligentsia in 1968 or the workers in 1970 and 1976. 
By 1979, the stage was set for the “tacit alliance of workers, intelligen-
tsia, and Church,” which was to grow into the Solidarity movement.82 
The communist government was able to break protests by activating 
existing social cleavages between these groups.83,  84 The Solidarity 
movement that emerged in the later period was more resilient because 
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the constellation of organizations that made up the resistance move-
ment in the late 1970s was organized along multiple foci. The coali-
tion building evident among opposition networks during the late 1970s 
meant that a broad swath of society was represented in the Solidar-
ity movement. Extensive coalition building was enabled by the flexible 
civic discourse predominant in the movement that allowed a diverse set 
of individuals to join without confronting ideological barriers, such as 
those associated with strict religious content.

While the Solidarity trade union was a focal point of the resistance 
movement after the group’s emergence in 1980, it was embedded in a 
broader interlinked network that featured other important organiza-
tions, including Klub Inteligencij Katolików, a club for Catholic intel-
lectuals; Komitet Obrony Robotników, a workers’ defense committee; 
and Towarzystwo Kursów Naukowych (Society of Scientific Courses), a 
group organized by academic and cultural figures that hosted salons 
in private apartments on a rotating basis to promote the discussion 
of politically sensitive topics.85 This dispersed network structure fea-
tured one prominent focal point, Solidarity, but also other subordi-
nate yet influential foci. This facilitated the flow of information and 
resources, enabling support for more sustained protest activities in the 
early 1980s.86, 87

Framing

Chapter 3 discusses the difficulties that resistance movements con-
front in mobilizing populations to actively participate in the movement 
or passively support the movement. The back-and-forth, interactive 
dynamics between the resistance movement and its target audience, 
whether other like-minded organizations, the media, political elites, 
sympathizers, bystander publics, and adversaries, are a form of social 
interaction. These interactions, and indeed most forms of human inter-
action, are conditioned by the identities of the participants in the inter-
action. For instance, the interactions that occur in a classroom setting 
are based on the identities of teacher and student which each prescribe 
expected responsibilities and behaviors. 

There are numerous classes of identity, including personal, social 
and collective. At any given time, an individual has multiple identities—
some that overlap, complement, or even conflict with one another.88, 89 
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The salience of a particular identity at a given time is dependent on 
the interaction. Personal identity forms the most basic identity and can 
be the building block for other identities. Personal identity is based on 
an individual’s life experiences, especially the experiences that people 
single out as important or significant in their lives that shape personal 
attributes. A social identity contains both role and categorical identities. 
As indicated in the example of the classroom setting, one component 
of social identity is role identities. Role identities are based on the roles 
that people play or assume in the course of their lives. The roles might 
be professional, as in a soldier or teacher, but also familial, such as a 
mother, sister, or daughter. In addition to a role identity, social identity 
also contains categorical identities. These are familiar forms of iden-
tity associated with specific social categories, including gender, sexual 
orientation, ethnicity, or nationality. Notice that categorical identities 
have been notably influential in politics, called identity politics, in the 
past several decades. 

The last class of identity, collective identity, has been singled out as 
especially important to resistance movement mobilization. It is theo-
rized to be a key stepping stone between motivating people to transi-
tion from observers to supporters or participants. A collective identity 
is an identity of a group that generates the sense of “one-ness” or “we-
ness” based on real or perceived shared attributes. Oftentimes, collec-
tive identity is based on a shared social identity such as ethnicity or 
religion, but the mere presence of these social identities does not imme-
diately translate to a collective identity. Instead, the development of a 
collective identity often emerges as groups interact with other conflict-
ing groups. One example is the rally-around-the-flag effect of terrorist 
incidents such as 9/11 that enhance a sense of collective identity sur-
rounding nationality. Collective identity is critical for resistance move-
ments because coming together requires that people share the same 
idea about what separates them from other groups, the grievances the 
group needs to address, the most appropriate solutions to those griev-
ances, and a vision for the future. Together, these shared interests form 
a collective identity which in turn is based on the alignment of people’s 
social and personal identities with it. The formation of a robust collec-
tive identity is a crucial first step toward collective action. 

As a result, one of the most important strategies that resistance lead-
ers can focus on is called identity work. Identity work is described as 
the “range of activities in which individuals and groups engage to give 
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meaning to themselves and others by selectively presenting or attribut-
ing and sustaining identities congruent with their interests.”90 Identity 
work for resistance movements occurs primarily through framing.91, 92 
Erving Goffman first defined frames as “schemata of interpretation” 
that enable people “to locate, perceive, identify and label” events that 
they experience or are brought to their attention.93 More simply, a 
frame represents a worldview through which events and concepts are 
interpreted. Resistance movements strategically leverage and actively 
construct these worldviews and interpretations to encourage their tar-
get audience to adopt the group’s collective identity.

A broad class of frames, called collective action frames, are singled 
out because they are crucial in forming collective identities and thereby 
motivating collective action on behalf of a resistance movement. Collec-
tive action frames are “action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that 
inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social move-
ment organization.”94 The frames perform an interpretive function 
by condensing the “world out there,”95 especially in ways that mobilize 
potential supporters and demobilize antagonists.96

Collective action frames perform three core framing tasks: diag-
nostic framing, prognostic framing, and motivational framing.97 The 
first involves identifying the problem and its victim and attributing the 
problem to responsible actors and causes. The second entails speci-
fying a proposed solution and a strategy for carrying out corrective 
action. The third provides a rationale for engaging in remedial collec-
tive action, including an appropriate vocabulary of motive.98

Each of these concepts can be fruitfully applied to various resis-
tance movements. Many diagnostic frames are injustice frames that 
identify a population as a victim of injustice at the hands of another. 
The diagnostic frame of the PLO encompassed a narrative that focused 
on the loss of Palestinian land to Jewish settlers, the displacement of 
much of the original Palestinian population, and the establishment of 
a Jewish state. In the case of the Shining Path of Peru, the diagnostic 
frame centered on the arrival of the Spanish and the downfall of the 
Inca Empire in the sixteenth century as the cause of the current eco-
nomic and social misfortune of the indigenous population of Peru.

In some cases, history provides an “original sin” that will inform the 
initial narrative of an insurgency. It may also provide the set of actors as 
well as their corresponding actions and group grievances that populate 
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the discourse of a diagnostic frame. The grievances that informed the 
diagnostic frame of the Shining Path originated from an event more 
than four hundred years in the past. In the case of Shia revolutionar-
ies in Lebanon and Iran, the original sin occurred 1,300 years before 
with the death of Husayn ibn Ali in 680 CE. In other cases, history is 
less influential. The grievances that motivated the Movement for the 
Emancipation of the Niger Delta in Nigeria were based on the actions 
of the Nigerian government and not on, for example, the actions of the 
British during the colonial era.99

Another important aspect of diagnostic frames is that they are 
highly contested. Various groups and individuals belonging to resis-
tance movements debate among themselves about the nature of the 
problem (i.e., the diagnostic frame) and, consequentially, what is to be 
done about the problem (i.e., the prognostic frame). For instance, a 
variety of Palestinian groups emerged to challenge Israel. Some, such 
as the Fatah-led PLO, eventually came to recognize Israel and, con-
sequently, developed a diagnostic frame that centered on the Israeli 
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Other groups, such as 
Hamas, took a maximalist stance by refusing to recognize Israel, so 
their diagnostic frame is notable in that it identifies the problem as 
Israel’s existence rather than simply its occupation of a portion of land 
between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea. These differ-
ences between diagnostic frames lead to differences in prognostic 
frames (i.e., negotiations as opposed to perpetual resistance against 
Israel), and indeed such differences have led to internecine fighting 
between Hamas and Fatah.100

A group’s motivational frame represents a call to arms.101 Motiva-
tional frames emphasize the need to address historical and modern-
day grievances. However, sometimes the most effective motivational 
frames are those that equate actions with affirmation of identity, 
personal significance, and even personal salvation. During the 1979 
Iranian Revolution, Iranian clerics and jurists adeptly manipulated 
motivational frames. In speeches and Friday congregational sermons, 
leaders extolled the notion of martyrdom by equating self-sacrifice 
with an honorable death in support of the revolution. The exemplary 
martyrdom of the Shia imams at the advent of Islam provided the blue-
print. Martyrdom in defense of the Islamic government was therefore 
imbued with deep personal significance because it offered a direct 
path to personal and eternal salvation in the afterlife and, in fact, a 
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privileged position in the ever after right next to the pantheon of mar-
tyred Shia imams.102

The frames a resistance movement adopts need to resonate with 
the target audience to be effective. Resonance occurs when the frames 
graft, expand, or reconceptualize existing narratives that are mean-
ingful or important to the target audience. The framing concept that 
describes this critical task is frame articulation, defined as “the con-
nection and alignment of events and experiences so that they hang 
together in a relatively unified and compelling fashion.”103 In this way, 
messaging by insurgents typically incorporates existing themes and 
ideas. Despite the audience’s familiarity with the material, it becomes 
novel when woven together in new ways, creating a compelling story in 
which causality, attribution, and corrective action are clear and reso-
nate with the target audience. The result is the construction of a reality 
and meaning that may resonate with the segment of the population 
that an insurgent group wants to mobilize. The novelty of the Shining 
Path’s message was its ability to tie together, through diagnostic, prog-
nostic, and motivational frames, historical and current grievances in a 
way that still resonated with its audience.104

Lastly, frame transformation is apparent in most resistance narra-
tives. Frame transformation is the “changing [of] old understandings 
and meanings and/or generating new ones.” When history provides 
much of the raw material for a comprehensive narrative, crafters use 
frame transformation to reinterpret the past to encourage mobi-
lization. During the 1979 Iran Revolution, clerics strove to overturn 
a quietist tradition in Shia Islam that shunned political activity for a 
millennium.105 The clerics used Friday sermons to overturn this pas-
sive conception of Shia Islam and to argue instead for its revolutionary 
nature.106

Territorial Control

In the 1960s, author Robert Ardrey published a work, The Territo-
rial Imperative, discussing human territoriality, which is the instinct 
to acquire and defend land.107 He explained territoriality as a fun-
damental human instinct, shaped through the millennia by evolu-
tionary processes, motivating the behavior of even modern humans. 
Indeed, territory, either the desire to acquire it or defend it, remains a 
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significant factor driving interstate and intrastate violent conflict. Ter-
ritorial disputes were a factor in 65 percent of conflicts involving two 
parties between 1816 and 1945, and for conflicts after 1945, this figure 
rose to 72  percent.108 Territorial disputes also play a prominent role 
among civil wars; half of them since 1990 involved ethnic groups seek-
ing statehood or greater autonomy.109

As its importance as a motivator of violent conflict suggests, ter-
ritorial control is a game changer in a number of ways. The extent of 
territorial control by armed actors in a conflict is an important inter-
mediary affecting how the group interacts with the population, the 
type and intensity of violence needed to counter its rival, and its abil-
ity to mimic a state through shadow governance activities. Territorial 
control enables an armed group to transition from an underground, 
clandestine organization with circumscribed operational capabilities 
to a mature insurgency with a robust armed component. Territorial 
control also offsets the inherent limitations of the terrorists’ dilemma 
previously described as formerly clandestine groups are able to operate 
more like state governments than shadowy networks. J. Bowyer Bell, a 
social scientist and longtime fellow traveler among clandestine armed 
groups, cites the distinction between the licit and the illicit as a key fac-
tor limiting the rebel ecosystem:

The two most important obstacles to an effective 
underground .  .  . are the necessity for cover and the 
legitimacy of the opponent that makes the movement 
not only covert but also illicit.  .  .  . The more secret 
an organization, the more inefficient, and absolute 
secrecy assures total chaos.110

Most armed groups, therefore, struggle for liberated zones and “no-go” 
areas that can help them acquire the attributes of their legal, overtly 
organized state opponents.111, 112

Territorial control has a strong impact on the range of tactics avail-
able to violent resistance movements.113, 114 At the least, groups with ter-
ritorial control have camps and bases within the border of the country 
in which they operate; at the most, the insurgents replace the state as 
the de facto sovereign in the territory, establishing a shadow or paral-
lel government. By contrast, groups that do not control territory are 
forced into hiding most of the time. Groups with territorial control 
can establish camps, train recruits, and use heavy equipment, activities 
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that in turn enable specific types of tactics, such as raids, skirmishes, 
ambushes, small-scale battles, and seizure of villages.115 Due to logisti-
cal and organizational limitations, clandestine groups cannot use these 
tactics and instead tend to use other methods, including assassinations, 
selective shootings, bank robberies, and bombings.116

Evidence supports the increased operational range of armed 
groups with territorial control. An analysis of the tactics used by 122 
armed groups shows that groups with territorial control carried out 
more attacks on facilities, typically requiring large teams and the occu-
pation of space. Clandestine groups, by contrast, more often carried 
out assassinations and bombings, tactics that do not require territo-
rial control.117, 118 In the case of Hizbollah, before the group established 
territorial control in South Lebanon and Beirut in the late 1980s, its 
tactics consisted mainly of bombings, assassinations, and kidnappings. 
Yet after gaining territorial control, the group increased its attacks on 
facilities, and this became its main tactic throughout the 1990s.119 The 
evidence correlating clandestine organizations without territorial con-
trol with terrorist-type attacks has even led some researchers to argue 
that terrorism should be associated primarily with these groups. While 
insurgent groups that control territory can and do use terrorism, the 
tactic is generally deployed in areas in which the group does not exer-
cise full control of the territory.120

Armed groups that exercise territorial control are also able to 
wield violence more precisely against rival collaborators. Kalvyas, in 
his control-collaboration model, explains how armed groups with ter-
ritorial control can take advantage of selective violence in the place of 
indiscriminate violence, which allows the group to maintain greater 
legitimacy and popular support.121, 122 The model is intended to explain 
patterns of violence in civil war that might otherwise seem chaotic or 
irrational. A crucial assumption in this model is that in armed struggle, 
one of the most important dynamics is that between an armed actor, 
such as an insurgent group, and the population. 

Insurgents require some level of explicit or tacit support from this 
population to prevail against their stronger state rival. If successful 
armed groups need to maximize popular support, the corollary is that 
the group also needs to minimize defection. Here, defection refers 
to any support an individual offers to an armed group’s rival. Armed 
groups can use numerous strategies to minimize defection, but when 
territorial control is contested between insurgents and government 
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forces, coercion or violence is more likely to prevail. However, for vio-
lence to be optimally effective, it needs to be directed toward the indi-
vidual actually engaging in defection. This sort of violence is referred 
to as selective because it targets the individual directly responsible for 
the sanctioned behavior.123

Armed groups, however, struggle to gather the intelligence neces-
sary to use selective violence, causing them to rely instead on indiscrim-
inate violence. Other civilians in the community are the most likely 
source of accurate intelligence; there is an asymmetry of information 
because civilians have the information that the armed group requires. 
When an armed group does not have accurate intelligence, it must rely 
on indiscriminate violence to minimize defection. This means that 
whole categories of people are targeted, rather than an individual. The 
armed group might suspect that males of military age are the most 
likely defectors and thus indiscriminately kill all individuals fitting 
those criteria, or the group might suspect members of a certain ethnic 
group, or village, and so on. Regardless, the result of indiscriminate 
violence is usually a terrorized population holding deep-seated griev-
ances against the responsible party.124

The information asymmetry confronting armed groups attempt-
ing to minimize defection is best mitigated through territorial control. 
When armed groups have some territorial control, they have improved 
access to civilians’ information on defectors. In the control-collabora-
tion model, one of the primary deterrents facing civilians wishing to 
provide information to an armed group is fear of retaliation from sup-
porters of a rival group. If you report the defection of your neighbor, 
you worry that your neighbor’s family will in turn report you to the rival 
forces, which puts your life in considerable danger.125

Kalyvas observed that territorial control exists on a five-gradient 
spectrum. In the middle, a territory is contested by both parties in 
the conflict, with neither having a decisive advantage over the other. 
On either end, the armed group or the rival state has full control of 
the territory in question. The remaining two gradients convey frag-
mented control of the territory, when either the armed actor or the 
state has predominant, but not complete, control of the territory in 
question. Because the presence of the rival actor is minimized in areas 
of fragmented control, civilians are more likely to offer intelligence on 
defection as the chances of retaliation are very limited. The control-col-
laboration model, based on levels of territorial control, predicts when 
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armed groups are likely to use indiscriminate or selective violence. 
Indiscriminate violence is most likely in highly contested zones, while 
selective violence is most often found in areas of fragmented control. 
The incidence of violence is nearly absent in areas fully controlled by 
either the armed actor or the state. Because control of the territory is 
not contested, further violence is largely unnecessary.126

Varying levels of territorial control by either state or non-state 
armed actors, then, is a pattern that explains why violence in some 
areas is so bloody and intense, while it is less devastating in others. In a 
conflict between an incumbent state and an insurgent group, it is usu-
ally the state that first unleashes campaigns of indiscriminate violence. 
The campaigns, whether called mopping up, scorched earth, or cor-
don and search, are signals that the regime recognizes its fragmented 
control over its territory but lacks sufficient intelligence to accurately 
target the insurgents amidst the civilian population.127

The Control-Collaboration Model in the Greek Resistance 
The empirical evidence for the control-collaboration model comes from exten-
sive quantitative and qualitative research of the interactions between the German 
occupation forces in Greece and the British-supported Greek resistance against 
the occupiers, the National Liberation Front (Ethniko Apeleftherotiko Metopo, or 
EAM) and the Greek People’s Liberation Army (Ellinikós Laïkós Apeleftherotikós 
Stratós, or ELAS), during World War Two. In September 1942, German victories 
were at their height. The German war machine was in high gear, and the sum-
mer campaigns were still going strong. One of the major supply routes for General 
Rommel’s forces in Africa was from Germany through Greece. Britain and the 
Allies hoped to cut off General Rommel’s supply route through Greece with the 
assistance of the EAM and ELAS guerrillas, despite the communist ideology the 
groups espoused. 

In the hills and lowlands of Greece, as rural villages shifted between the Ger-
mans and the guerrilla partisans, patterns of indiscriminate and selective violence 
emerged. Overall, the EAM and ELAS insurgents benefited from extensive local 
networks that provided good intelligence. They relied primarily on selective vio-
lence, accounting for about 68  percent of the violence they perpetrated in the 
Argolid, a region in southern Greece.128 The Germans, an occupying force who 
did not have the benefit of local networks at first, relied heavily on indiscriminate 
violence, also around 68 percent, in the same region. 

Overall, Kalyvas found a great deal of support for his control-collaboration model. 
Nearly all of the indiscriminate violence in the Argolid occurred in zones 2 and 4 
of territorial control, perpetrated by the political actor that had the least control 
in the region. Conversely, selective violence was most commonly used in zones 2 
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and 4 by the political actors that enjoyed predominant control in those regions. As 
expected, little violence was experienced in villages that fell under the complete 
control of either the occupying German or Greek resistance forces. Within the 
Greek village Maledreni, which was in zone 4, insurgents relied on selective violence 
to maintain predominant control. When villagers denounced German supporters 
to the ruling council, village leaders were generally able to sift charges with merit 
from those made for reasons of personal revenge. When German forces began a 
series of successful incursions against the village, attempting to gain control, they 
relied on indiscriminate violence to root out resistance supporters, massacring 
scores. Likewise, in another Greek village, Heli, in zone 2 of territorial control, 
German occupiers were also able to rely on selective violence to further consolidate 
control. A surprising number of the local Albanian-speaking population was ready 
to denounce resistance supporters as the EAM and ELAS had treated the villagers 
poorly when they held control for nearly two years.129

Territorial Control and Public Services 
With the exception of more predatory groups, insurgent groups 

often consciously adopt a shadow governance strategy to shore up pop-
ular support in their territories.130, 131 Popular support may be active, as 
in the case of undergrounds or auxiliaries who perform activities short 
of combat, such as subversion, running safe houses, storing weapons or 
supplies, or providing intelligence.132 Shadow governments frequently 
make it easier for these components to perform these activities. The 
remaining mass base forms the group of more passive supporters.

Shadow governments are formal or informal non-state organizations that strategically 
leverage governance activities to fulfill operational objectives in relation to population 

support and control.

Insurgent groups vary not only in whether they pursue popular sup-
port as a strategy but also in how they go about capturing popular sup-
port. Insurgent groups must capture territory before they can initiate 
governance activities that cultivate popular support, and many groups 
engaged in armed struggle find this to be a difficult and unfulfilled 
endeavor. Some groups that ideologically advocate popular support as 
a strategy may also find that the practical realities of conflict preclude 
them from following through on such a strategy.133 Groups that do 
seek popular support adopt different tactics to achieve their objectives. 
Some groups opt for voluntary support, while others use more coer-
cive measures. Especially for those groups seeking voluntary support, 
shadow governance activities often play a large role.
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Insurgent groups that seek popular support and establish shadow 
governments face numerous challenges. Shadow governance requires 
scarce resources and incurs risk. Those encouraging voluntary support 
need to weigh the importance of governance activities against military 
goals. When faced with increased military pressure or infringements in 
controlled territory where governance occurs, insurgents can be forced 
to choose between protecting civilians and military survival.134 When 
its survival was uncertain because of increased military pressure, the 
National Resistance Army (NRA) in Uganda, despite its previous com-
mitment to popular support and civilian participation in its governing 
structures, was forced to abandon its territory and halted all shadow 
governance activities until its position improved.

Legitimacy is described as “generalized and normative support” 
for an incumbent authority.135 The term generalized here means support 
that extends beyond approval of specific policies on particular issues, 
while the term normative refers to support that is not based on calcula-
tions of individual interest. There are numerous foundations for the 
legitimacy of political authority: tradition, as in the case of monarchies; 
the charisma of individual leaders; and legal-rational procedures, such 
as democratic elections, governing the selection of leaders.136 The latter 
is process based, as legitimacy is based on the widespread acceptance of 
procedures for elevating individuals to positions of authority. 

Legitimacy is the generalized and normative support for an incumbent state authority 
among the relevant population.

Maley notes that another basis of legitimacy is known as “social- 
eudaemonic,” which means that the legitimacy of a government is based 
on its performance in meeting the demands of a population. In this 
case, a government is viewed as legitimate if it is seen as successful in 
providing a variety of public goods, including health care, education, 
sanitation, security, justice, and economic development. Another form 
of legitimacy is goal-rational legitimacy, where leaders’ authority to rule 
is based on the desirability of the goals they pursue. The absence of this 
form of legitimacy can be seen in various Sunni regimes in the Arab 
Middle East, as groups such as al-Qaeda and ISIS have waged violent 
insurgencies and used terrorism to overthrow governments regarded 
as insufficiently Islamic. Legitimacy may be based on communitarian 
nationalism, as was the case with the LTTE, who waged a decades-long 
insurgency against the government of Sri Lanka in an effort to carve 
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out a Tamil homeland in the island nation.137 Legitimacy may also be 
based on the identity of the rulers, as was the case in postwar Iraq, 
as Sunnis withheld legitimacy to various post-Hussein governments in 
part due to bitterness that centuries of Sunni rule had come to an end 
following the US invasion in 2003.

The provision of public services can therefore be viewed as an 
effort to build legitimacy along social-eudaemonic lines. The tactical 
use of governance activities to influence perceptions of legitimacy or 
civilian behavior or to fulfill operational objectives is captured by the 
term shadow governments. As the term implies, shadow governments are 
formal or informal governance activities sometimes operating in tan-
dem with those of the incumbent state government. Because of the 
predominance of the state as the accepted legitimate form of political 
organization, shadow governments mimic the attributes and functions 
of the nation state and, in effect, represent a “counter state.”

Insurgent groups implement shadow governments in pursuit of a 
number of objectives. Oftentimes, and as implied by the preceding dis-
cussion, shadow governments are a reflection of the important objec-
tive to legitimate the authority of the insurgent group and gain popular 
support. However, insurgent groups may also use shadow governance 
activities to undermine the official government or to extract crucial 
resources. Shadow governments differ from one another in a number 
of ways, including their institutional complexity, effectiveness, and 
objectives. A number of factors are thought to account for these varia-
tions, including the political and military context, as well as a group’s 
internal dynamics and objectives.

The provision of public services depends on the degree to which 
an insurgent group controls territory. The NRA, operating in Uganda, 
offered a series of services, including health care and security, to the 
civilian population in its liberated areas. As its hold on those areas 
deteriorated during its campaign against the incumbent government, 
the NRA evacuated civilians to safe pockets in the Luwero Triangle 
while still encouraging civilians to maintain the democratic village 
councils it had established in its safe areas. Eventually, as its position 
became more precarious, the NRA was forced to terminate all ties with 
the civilian population to free the group from allocating resources to 
civilian defense. The NRA demanded that civilians leave the war zone, 
and it only resumed governance activities when its military position vis-
à-vis the incumbent government improved considerably.138
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Shadow governments may provide a number of social services, such 
as building roads and telecommunications networks and providing 
education and health care. Lebanese Hizbollah has been especially 
effective in this regard. The group’s Social Service Section used half of 
Hizbollah’s 2007 budget for social services, which were delivered to the 
group’s mostly Shia constituents.139 The section is divided into six sub-
groups supporting various needs of the community, from reconstruc-
tion, to providing for the families of martyrs, to women’s welfare, to 
education. Hizbollah’s social service efforts, such as the reconstruction 
of homes and structures damaged by the 2006 war with Israel, far out-
strip those of the Lebanese state, which has done little to improve infra-
structure in Shia neighborhoods since the 1900s.140 Hizbollah’s efforts, 
largely financed by Iran, have reaped handsome rewards in political 
and military clout in the Levant.141

Insurgents need to generate revenue to pay for the public services 
which they often accomplish through taxation. The creation of a legiti-
mate state is “intimately bound with the creation of fiscal institutions 
that are acceptable to the majority.”142 In come cases insurgents may 
be more effective at gathering taxes than the government itself. Local 
populations may prefer the tax efforts of insurgents. Sympathetic pop-
ulations may prefer to pay rather than evade taxes, as was the case 
during the Kosovo insurrection when the Kosovo diaspora in Germany 
contributed funds through a well-organized, if informal, payroll tax. 
Even populations expressing little support for insurgents may prefer 
insurgent to government taxes, particularly if the group is perceived as 
less predatory and offers more security than the government.143

Shadow governments and insurgent groups gather funds in a vari-
ety of ways, whether through taxation, voluntary contributions, extor-
tion, kidnapping, or other criminal activities such as drug trafficking. 
During the Cold War, insurgencies frequently received funds from out-
side states. Today, most groups need a more diversified revenue stream, 
leading to an increase in the importance of control of “revenue-gen-
erating regions” and the potential for greater victimization of civil-
ian populations.144 The National Union for the Total Independence 
of Angola (União Nacional para a Independência Total de Angola, or 
UNITA) faced challenges after its primary source of income, foreign 
assistance, evaporated after the end of the Cold War. Afterward, the 
group’s revenue-generating strategies transformed, relying heavily on 
territorial control of diamond-rich areas, as well as taking advantage of 
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other commercial activities in the group’s territory. Combined, these 
strategies generated as much as five million dollars a month. Despite an 
agreement to move toward centralized government, when government 
forces encroached on the diamond-rich territories, UNITA returned 
to violence.145 Extraction of resources from a target population is, for 
some insurgent groups, the predominant objective of its governance 
activities.

In some cases, an incumbent government may work with officials 
from an insurgent organization to provide public goods to a host popu-
lation. The Sri Lankan government provided services to the local popu-
lation in parallel with the LTTE. The parties worked with each other, 
through a hybrid administrative system, to provide various social wel-
fare services to the population under LTTE control. This was the case 
given the history of strong state institutions that had penetrated deeply 
into Tamil society by providing a substantial amount of public goods, 
including food subsidies, health care, education, and subsidized trans-
portation.146 The LTTE established an extensive apparatus for provid-
ing various social welfare services, including a police force and a court 
system, as well as ministries for health, education, finance, justice, 
and economic development, and both rebel and government officials 
developed a working relationship to coordinate the provision of aid to 
areas under the control of the LTTE.147 In LTTE territory, a district-
level official called a porupalar appointed by the group worked with a 
government official to ensure that the government provision of public 
goods was in accordance with LTTE policy.148 Typically, government 
officials in rebel territories were ethnic Tamils who were acceptable to 
the LTTE and were sympathetic to the needs of the local population, 
and they usually had positive working relationships with their LTTE 
counterparts.149

The LTTE and the Sri Lankan government benefited from this 
arrangement. The government continued to provide welfare services 
to residents in LTTE territory because it still wanted to maintain even 
a tenuous link to a population it claimed to represent. Its abdication of 
the provision of public goods may have led the LTTE to develop an even 
more extensive and capable civil administration, thereby bolstering its 
image as a Tamil government-in-waiting for the region.150 The LTTE 
also benefited from this arrangement, as it did not have to allocate a 
greater share of scarce resources to provide public goods, thus freeing 
up resources for combat activities. This arrangement also contributed 
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to the tax base of the region under its control, as the government con-
tinued to pay the wages of government teachers, doctors, and other 
professionals in the health and education sectors in the region.151 The 
LTTE imposed a tax of 12 percent on government workers, so in effect 
central government funds used to pay civil service personnel working 
in areas controlled by the insurgent group helped finance the LTTE. 
The government was aware that state funds were helping to finance 
the LTTE through taxes on civil servants but authorities regarded this 
cost as a necessary price to maintain a link to people living in insurgent 
territory.152

Resourcing

Resistance movements cannot form, mature, or act without 
resources.153 It is conceivable that a spontaneous resistance movement 
might emerge from public dissatisfaction, a protest march, or a riot, 
but sustaining and growing a movement into something that will effect 
change requires time, patience, and, above all, resources. However, 
more than a means to an end, the methods insurgent groups use to 
obtain resources have a measurable impact on the strategy and tactics 
of a movement.

Depending on their activities, resistance movements may need 
money to meet a variety of expenses, including the purchase of arms, 
ammunition, communications equipment, and other materiel needed 
for the effort, as well as paying the salaries of fighters and full-time 
workers in the organization. Often the underground component of a 
movement plays a leading role in securing funds for military units to 
pay salaries and buy supplies. In the Philippines, it was a prime respon-
sibility of the communist Politburo in Manila to obtain money for the 
Hukbalahap movement; and in Malaya, the Min Yuen was the major 
supplier of money to the rebels, obtaining many funds by extorting 
money from large landowners and transportation companies and by 
appropriating cash from communist-dominated unions.

Funds are also needed for other purposes, such as paying bribes. 
Insurgencies thrive under corrupt governments, and undergrounds 
often disperse money to key officials to obtain their protection or 
silence. Bribery also plays a part in subversion and the gathering of intel-
ligence. Additionally, some insurgencies require funds to support their 
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social outreach work and shadow government activities. Just as legiti-
mate state governments struggle with the rising cost of medical care, 
unemployment insurance, food aid, housing subsidies, and pensions, 
some insurgent movements also struggle to provide similar services in 
an attempt to build legitimacy and undermine ruling authorities. The 
aid often serves a dual function by providing care for key constituencies 
and by offering cover for illegal and violent activities. However, provid-
ing various social welfare benefits is expensive and requires a sustained 
and reliable source of income. 

Insurgent groups typically obtain resources from a variety of activi-
ties, including kidnapping, extortion, and taxation, as well as through 
investments, trade, and diaspora remittances.154 Groups may also obtain 
military equipment and financial resources through foreign govern-
ments, as well as through selling various “lootable” resources, as was 
the case in Sierra Leone (diamonds), Burma (timber), the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (gold), and Côte d’Ivoire (cocoa). The support and 
resources can be immensely valuable to resistance groups, enabling 
them to carry out activities that otherwise would not have been possi-
ble. For instance, Nigerian militants are able to trade oil for guns in the 
Niger Delta;155 Guinea provided logistical support to enable the Libe-
rians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) to move mili-
tary supplies to operational zones;156 and various African groups have 
benefited from the provision of safe havens in neighboring countries. 
Examples include Burundi and Rwandan rebels in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo; Congolese rebels in Rwanda and Uganda; the 
Sudan People’s Liberation Army in Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Uganda; and 
Ugandan rebels in the Congo and Sudan.157

The type of resources and assistance available to groups may 
impose various constraints and demands that may not be immediately 
apparent. For a group to be able to profit from the presence of natural 
resources, it first must control the territory in which the resources are 
located. Such a requirement imposes obvious demands on tactics and 
operations. Sometimes rebel control of natural resources fluctuates 
over time. Rebels in Sierra Leone maintained control over diamonds 
only after 1997, whereas previously it had only been able to maintain 
control for several months at a time and had come close to defeat (in 
1992 and 1995).158 Additionally, a group must be able to harvest natu-
ral resources, which requires either compelling a local population to 
extract the resources or doing so themselves by diverting personnel 
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away from resistance activities. Both options are costly, particularly 
because the labor-intensive nature of resource extraction may require 
the diversion of combatants from their military duties.159

Lastly, contextual factors and a group’s goals and tactics impact its 
sourcing of various resources. Geography may play a role, as was the 
case in the 1990s with the Bosnian government, which experienced dif-
ficulty accessing international arms markets because it was landlocked 
and surrounded by neighbors.160 If a resistance group faces a weak 
government with a poorly resourced military unable to project power 
over long distances, it may not need to develop expensive capabilities 
to resist state forces.161 Furthermore, if a group opts for irregular tactics 
and does not desire to hold territory, then it does not need to develop 
a costly conventional army.

However, for groups intending to hold territory and battle a con-
ventional army, resourcing presents more challenges. The Zimbabwe 
African People’s Union (ZAPU), with a desire to hold territory in Rho-
desia and replace the white-minority regime, combined with a reliance 
on conventional tactics (in addition to guerrilla warfare) imposed 
strong requirements on its resourcing capabilities. In this case, the 
group benefited from the existence of an external sponsor, the Soviet 
Union, which provided various conventional capabilities (tanks, planes, 
etc.) and associated training to assist the group in taking on the white-
minority government in Salisbury, now Harare. 

Resourcing Endowments and Civilian Targeting 
 Insurgent groups, based on environmental conditions, can have 

different resource endowments that impact the strategies and tactics 
the group adopts later. As discussed throughout the previous chapters, 
insurgent groups face significant challenges in building an organiza-
tion that is capable of neutralizing a conventional state army. Jeremy 
Weinstein theorized that groups use different sorts of resource endow-
ments to overcome these barriers. Some groups have economic endow-
ments that come from natural resource extraction, taxation, criminal 
activity, or external sponsorship. By contrast, other groups have social 
endowments, which include shared beliefs, expectations, and norms 
within relevant religious or ethnic groups.162

Weinstein argues that the type of endowment with which an insur-
gent leader begins shapes the organization in numerous ways. One of 
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the most important is the membership profile of the group. Groups 
with economic endowments attract “low-commitment” investment 
recruits primarily motivated by financial gain because leaders of these 
groups have enough resources to offer attractive selective incentives.163 
Groups operating only with social endowments tend to attract “high-
commitment” recruits that are more interested in activist rebellion 
than short-term economic gain.

The most important effect of these different endowments and 
membership profiles is the impact they have on how the insurgents 
use violence. Groups with economic endowments are more likely to 
engage in indiscriminate violence that disproportionately targets civil-
ians. The lure of short-term economic gain tends to win out over pur-
suit of long-term gains more beneficial to the local community. On the 
other hand, groups with social endowments exhibit greater restraint 
and discipline when using violence, tending to establish a more collab-
orative relationship with host populations. Because these groups lack 
resources, they must rely more on a collaborative relationship with the 
community. This means that leaders of these groups are more likely to 
consider the needs of the community and develop mechanisms to share 
power that act as a check on the leader’s actions.164 The endowment of a 
group is decided fairly early in a group’s organizational life. This means 
that early developments have a significant impact on the decisions and 
behaviors of the group throughout its history, constraining the deci-
sions and behavior of insurgent leaders.165, 166

The differing membership profiles of insurgent groups with eco-
nomic and social endowments mean that the groups have different 
relationships with host populations. Groups with an economic endow-
ment have less need to seek the consent or collaboration of the civilian 
population to raise resources and thus tend to engage in more loot-
ing.167 Additionally, recruits of these groups tend not to have ties with 
the local population, which makes identifying defectors difficult.168 
Groups that receive external support similarly have fewer incentives to 
adopt a “hearts and minds” strategy, but this effect can be diminished 
when the external supporter, or principal, has strong commitments to 
human rights protections that help to mitigate wartime atrocities by 
the resistance, the agent.169

In contrast, groups with social endowments cannot entice potential 
recruits with opportunities for looting. In particular, they must attract 
recruits that maintain ethnic, religious, or ideological ties with a local 
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population. Insurgents make appeals to this shared affiliation with 
aggrieved groups, promising that a rebel victory will translate into col-
lective benefits for the group.170 These groups typically obtain resources 
by reaching an agreement with the host population and can maintain 
internal discipline by relying on group norms and guidelines govern-
ing how combatants should behave. Under such conditions, groups 
have a greater capacity to selectively wield violence and discipline the 
use of force.171

Examples of groups that were organized along social endowments 
are the NRA of Uganda and the national-level organization of the 
Shining Path in Peru. The NRA was organized on ethnic lines, while 
the Shining Path organized along ideological lines, and both attracted 
committed recruits, used violence selectively, and established struc-
tures that encouraged cooperation and discipline.172 In contrast, the 
Mozambican National Resistance (Resistencia Nacional Moçambicana, 
or RENAMO) and a regional committee of the Shining Path in the 
Upper Huallaga Valley were organized along economic endowments; 
RENAMO was sponsored by an external patron, and the Upper Huall-
aga Valley group financed its operations through the drug trade. These 
two groups attracted short-term opportunists, lacked procedures for 
disciplining behavior, and committed widespread atrocities against 
noncombatants.173

CONCLUSION

Leaders of insurgent groups make numerous strategic, organiza-
tional, and resourcing decisions that shape how the armed group oper-
ates. One of the most impactful decisions regards whether the group 
uses predominantly violent or predominantly nonviolent tactics. Many 
full-blown civil wars and other violent conflicts began as nonviolent 
opposition movements; therefore, explaining why the transition occurs 
is a research imperative. The ARIS project explicitly regards groups 
that rely predominantly on nonviolent tactics as taking part in resis-
tance; these groups simply use different tactics than groups that rely 
on violence. Conventional wisdom holds that groups adopt violent tac-
tics for instrumental reasons related to the effectiveness of violence in 
achieving political objectives. 
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Another explanation for the transition to violence discussed in this 
chapter sees violence emerging from repeated interactions between 
actors party to a conflict. The arenas of interaction include those 
between the movement and its political environment, among move-
ment actors, between the movement and security forces, and between 
a movement and a countermovement. The transition to violence is trig-
gered by mechanisms related to competition during intense periods 
of mobilization. Opposition movements are expected to compete with 
their targets, usually the state, in pressing for their political claims. 
However, competition also occurs among movements as individuals 
and smaller groups within it vie for power and influence. Although 
resistance movements are often treated as monolithic actors, most are 
heterogeneous, made up of individuals and smaller groups with differ-
ent views on ideology and tactics. This internal competition for power 
is especially likely when the movement faces repression from security 
forces, generating splinter groups that have divergent opinions about 
how to respond. Similarly, competitive escalation explains how repeated 
interactions between activists and the police can contribute to violence 
as each move and countermove raises the stakes of the game. 

Overcoming the significant barriers faced by resistance movements 
targeting powerful states requires leaders to make decisions regard-
ing organizational structure and resourcing. While seemingly prosaic, 
the decisions have far-ranging repercussions that impact how violence 
is deployed. Organizational structures have been found to impact the 
type and scale of violence. Hierarchical organizations are able to sustain 
a higher intensity and duration of violence than networked or compart-
mentalized structures. Similarly, organizations structured according to 
function are more likely to use indiscriminate violence to pursue their 
goals. Networked or compartmentalized structures, because they lack 
robust command and control functions, face unique dilemmas. With-
out the ability to enforce strategic discipline on the group, leaders have 
difficulty enforcing rules, including those against the use of indiscrimi-
nate violence, which can compromise a group’s wider goals and support 
from the host population.

Most groups require some safe space from which to plan and oper-
ate. Although territorial control is an important strategic necessity, not 
all groups achieve it. In the control-collaboration model, the extent of 
territorial control is correlated with the use of indiscriminate or selec-
tive violence. The more territorial control a group enjoys, the more it 
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is able to rely on selective violence to consolidate its gains and assert 
control over the population. Selective violence is preferable to indis-
criminate violence insomuch as it enables greater support from the 
host population. Indiscriminate violence is more likely to be practiced 
by armed actors in areas of contested control. Furthermore, once they 
establish territorial control, armed actors are able to engage in shadow 
governance activities, increasing their legitimacy by mimicking the 
functions of a sovereign state.

Resources are a critical enabler in an armed group’s struggle 
against a more powerful state. Armed groups rely on a variety of rev-
enue streams, including taxation, extortion and kidnapping, natural 
resource looting, and external state support. A group’s endowments, 
whether economic or social, influence its membership profile. The eco-
nomic endowments afforded by lootable natural resources or external 
sponsorship attract low-commitment investors interested primarily in 
short-term gain. On the other hand, a group with social endowments 
based on shared ideologies or norms attracts high-commitment inves-
tors that are interested in the long-term political goals of the group. 
Low-commitment membership encourages poorer relations with the 
host population, leading to more predatory behavior and indiscrimi-
nate violence. The activists associated with social endowments, how-
ever, rely more heavily on the host population for support, forging 
greater links with locals who provide more intelligence and resources. 
As a result, groups with social endowments are more likely to rely on 
selective violence and exhibit greater disciplinary control over their 
members.
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Termination is the formal end of fighting in a conflict, though not 
always the final end of the conflict as a whole.1 Seemingly resolved civil 
wars and other domestic conflicts often remain at risk of recidivism—
when a previously terminated conflict reignites. Special Forces should 
be aware of the dynamics and factors at play in conflict termination 
and recidivism as they could define mission success in not only bring-
ing about the end of a conflict in line with mission objectives but also 
in securing strategic gains on the long-term horizon of the postconflict 
environment. Finally, the dynamics of social movement decline offer 
insights on the growth, maturation, and decline of insurgent and resis-
tance movements.

Studies on termination or demobilization are stratified into several 
categories, including research on civil wars and social movements, pre-
dominantly nonviolent ones. Although there is some cross-pollination 
between these two areas of study, more work is required to gain a fuller 
comprehension of termination and demobilization processes. The 
study of civil wars focuses on conflict terminations via negotiated settle-
ments, military victories, cease-fires, or informal declines in violence. 
Most of the research is based on statistical regressions using large, 
aggregate datasets, such as the UCDP/PRIO, that include hundreds 
of cases across the globe and reach back decades into the past.2 The 
research indicates that in the post-Cold War era, more civil wars ended 
through negotiated settlements, usually brokered by third parties, than 
military victories. This poses some difficult challenges because, while 
politically expedient for third parties brokering the deal, negotiated 
settlements are especially vulnerable to recurrences of civil war vio-
lence. The settlements are plagued with trust and commitment prob-
lems, although those issues can be mitigated when strong third parties 
enforce the terms of the agreement, which lowers rates of recidivism. 

Outside of the large-n studies on civil war, social movement theory 
and the contentious politics program offer a rich conceptual spectrum 
to think about how resistance movements decline or demobilize. The 
theoretical richness of the research derives from its emphasis on quali-
tative methods involving case studies, which involves deep historical 
studies of a small number of resistance movements. The research dem-
onstrates that resistance movements can decline through mostly posi-
tive processes, such as facilitation or institutionalization, or negative 
processes, such as co-optation and repression, that inhibit the capac-
ity of the group to continue operations. Furthermore, the dynamics 
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of interaction between a resistance movement and state authorities, as 
external pressure, generate or exacerbate ongoing internal dynamics 
of the movement. Social movement theory is helpful because it does 
not treat movements as monolithic actors working single-mindedly 
toward a set of static, prescribed goals but rather as a group comprising 
heterogeneous actors who do not always agree on the best strategies 
and tactics for reaching the group’s political objectives. Together, the 
external and internal pressures can lead to competition and factional-
ization that can contribute to demobilization. 

CIVIL WAR TERMINATION

Conflict termination is classified into three major categories: vic-
tory, peace agreement, or other outcomes including cease-fires and 
unresolved de-escalations. In a victory, one warring party has been 
defeated and/or eliminated by its opponent or otherwise succumbed 
to the opponent’s power, such as through capitulation. Negotiated set-
tlements, on the other hand, are mutual political arrangements that 
warring parties enter to explicitly regulate or resolve the source of 
grievances.3 There are also nominal negotiated settlements, when the 
negotiations themselves are merely a formality in victory, as one side 
speaks from a position of weakness and makes disproportionate con-
cessions, effectively losing the conflict.4 Other less-decisive termination 
outcomes, such as cease-fire agreements and de-escalations of fighting 
below recognized thresholds, also occur.5, 6 Finally, conflicts can often 
end “under unclear circumstances where fighting simply ceases.”7

Negotiated settlements or peace agreements are mutually agreed upon political arrange-
ments that warring parties enter into to explicitly regulate or resolve the source of griev-

ances fueling the conflict.

Since the end of the Second World War, conflict termination has 
undergone significant changes concurrent with shifts in the interna-
tional system. One of these key changes followed the end of the Cold 
War. Initially, researchers noted a surge in the number of civil wars, 
leading some to speculate anarchy would reign in the absence of bipo-
larity in the international system provided by the US–USSR rivalry.8 
The spike in the number of civil wars peaked in 1992, but many of 
those conflicts were contained by 1996.9 In the same period, incidences 
of interstate wars plummeted, a dramatic change from past centuries 
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that had witnessed near unceasing conflict between sovereign states. 
Currently, most armed conflicts are intrastate conflicts or conflicts that 
occur within a state rather than between states. In 2014, for instance, 
of the forty active conflicts (defined as those resulting in more than 
twenty-five battle deaths per year) worldwide, only one of those con-
flicts was between states (India and Pakistan), and it resulted in fewer 
than fifty fatalities. However, states continue to fight with one another 
through other means in so-called internationalized civil wars in which 
states provide external support to armed actors in the conflict.10, 11

The method by which conflicts terminate has also undergone signif-
icant systemic shifts. More and more conflicts are ending not through a 
decisive military victory by either the incumbent government or rebels 
but by negotiated settlements. Beginning in 1940 and until the end of 
the 1980s, most civil wars ended via a decisive military victory, whether 
by rebel forces or the incumbent government. From 1940 to 1999, civil 
wars were four times as likely to end via a military victory as a negoti-
ated settlement. 

However, beginning in 1990, not only did an astonishing number 
of civil wars (many of which had begun in the Cold War era) end, but 
many of them ended not through a military victory but by a negotiated 
settlement between the opposing sides. In the 1990s, only four out of 
every ten civil wars ended through a military victory. Of the thirty-
seven civil wars that ended in the 1990s, fifteen ended in a military 
victory, fifteen by negotiated settlement and seven by a cease-fire/stale-
mate.12 When the dataset researchers used to calculate those figures is 
extended to include low-intensity conflicts, the difference is even more 
striking. In the period from 1990 to 2005, of the 147 conflicts recorded, 
twenty-seven terminated through a negotiated settlement, while only 
twenty terminated via a military victory.13

The transformation of conflict termination in the post-Cold War 
era has increased opportunities for the international community to 
impact conflict outcomes, but it also revealed disturbing deficiencies 
in negotiated settlements. Conflicts terminated through such settle-
ments are twice as likely to reignite as those that end in a clear military 
victory. The most stable outcomes, surprisingly, are rebel military vic-
tories. Moreover, in the aftermath of a rebel victory, democratization 
levels increase over time. The opposite, however, is true of government 
victories. Governments that have recently experienced a civil war, even 
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if victorious, typically increase repression in the aftermath, wary of fur-
ther openings of the political arena in light of recent political violence.14

The efficacy of nonviolent resistance campaigns in comparison 
with violent campaigns was discussed earlier. With some exceptions, 
most nonviolent resistance campaigns are more successful than violent 
ones. One of the reasons for the efficacy of such campaigns is the mass 
participation nonviolence enables. However, nonviolent campaigns 
are also important to consider because of what happens after the cam-
paign succeeds. As will be discussed throughout this section, violent 
campaigns that lead to civil war, while they can be successful, often 
have enduring negative social outcomes for the states that experience 
them. Civil wars recur with depressing regularity, and it is difficult to 
consolidate democracy in the postconflict environment. Democracy 
is a more likely outcome when a nonviolent campaign, as opposed to 
a violent one, succeeds. Moreover, states are less likely to experience 
violent civil war after the resolution of a nonviolent campaign. Politi-
cal conflicts may continue or arise, as in the aftermath of the Orange 
Revolution in Ukraine, but these subsequent conflicts are more likely 
to manifest as nonviolent. As a result, nonviolent campaigns generally 
produce better strategic outcomes in the long term.15

Rebel Victories

Rebel or insurgent victories have overall been less common than 
government victories, which account for more than twice as many 
outcomes, but the record for insurgent victories remains significant. 
In wars competing for control of the central government, rebel take-
overs have succeeded roughly one in four times since 1955. Separat-
ist insurgencies have historically been even more effective, almost half 
the time rendering opponents incapable of continuing the fight and 
gaining either de facto or significant regional autonomy provisions in 
40 percent of cases.16 If an insurgency succeeds, it is usually quick and 
decisive, pushing the government toward defeat at an accelerating rate. 
Insurgent defeats, however, tend to happen by degrees and at a gradu-
ally decelerating rate over time.17

Access to additional resources in neighboring countries significantly 
increases the likelihood of a rebel victory.18 Bureaucratic effectiveness 
in the state has a detrimental effect on the potential for rebel victory, 
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but democracy seems to have little impact on civil war outcomes. Pro-
tracted conflicts tend to favor insurgents, especially if military victory 
is not their primary goal. However, to benefit from a drawn-out con-
flict through organizational development or negotiated settlement, the 
rebels must first survive the government’s initial counteroffensive early 
in the conflict. Other factors that make rebel success more likely in 
a protracted conflict include rough terrain, ineffective government, a 
nonethnic conflict, low levels of ethnic diversity, and a lack of United 
Nations (UN) intervention.19

Foreign interventions on behalf of rebel or insurgent forces have 
a statistically significant impact on the likelihood that the insurgent 
forces will win. While external support can act as a force multiplier, 
it can also lead to longer conflicts with the addition of another “veto 
player” at the bargaining table. External supporters might have an 
agenda that does not include conflict resolution; moreover, as they do 
not bear the direct cost of continued fighting, external supporters have 
fewer incentives to end the conflict.20

The favorable effect of external support is often because most third 
parties intervene on behalf of insurgencies only when the movements 
are most effective and at their strongest. Such interventions are most 
successful when conducted in support of groups that already possess 
relatively high levels of material capability and already pose a signifi-
cant threat to the government. In addition to unconventional warfare, 
this also has important implications for counterinsurgency missions, 
as foreign third parties are most likely to intervene on behalf of the 
insurgents when they can have the greatest impact on the outcome of 
the conflict. Studies have shown that interventions on behalf of rebel 
movements are equally likely in both identity-based and ideological 
conflicts. However, higher numbers of shared borders increase the like-
lihood of such interventions, as neighboring territory often serves as 
staging grounds for military support.21

Government Victories

Government victories are more common than rebel victories in civil 
conflicts. In wars seeking central control since 1955, states achieved 
decisive military wins in 44  percent of cases, along with 13  percent 
where the government made concessions short of any power-sharing 
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arrangements. Governments were able to render rebels incapable of 
continuing the fight in nearly half of separatist conflicts, but settle-
ments through regional autonomy agreements are becoming more 
common; the frequency of this result grew from 20 percent of cases 
in the 1960s to 40 percent by 2008.22 States generally defeat insurgen-
cies gradually, winning by degrees as they push the rebels toward their 
breaking point at a decelerating rate (i.e., the closer an insurgency is to 
defeat, the slower any progress against them becomes). However, when 
states begin to lose to an insurgency, their declines tend to accelerate as 
they approach the breaking point, losing quickly and decisively.23

Factors favoring a government victory are less clear than for rebel 
victories. Large armies and effective bureaucracies have a detrimental 
effect on rebel victories but have only a minimal impact on the likeli-
hood of a government victory. In fact, the use of a strong army against 
an insurgency can serve to exacerbate civil conflicts if the government 
does not quickly secure victory. Historical data suggest that the chances 
for a government victory drop over time if the government fails to 
secure victory near the outset. Because restraint from using the army 
can signal weakness and likewise encourage more resistance, govern-
ments trying to suppress resistance face difficult choices.24

Foreign interventions on behalf of a government do not signifi-
cantly increase the likelihood of a government victory. This is partially 
because third parties most commonly intervene in civil wars when rebel 
groups pose the greatest threat to the government. This means progov-
ernment interventions only appear ineffective because the majority 
involve the toughest cases. Third-party interventions to support at-risk 
governments are more likely in ideological conflicts than in identity-
based conflicts (i.e., conflicts based on religious or ethnic divides). 
Unlike with proinsurgent interventions, the number of shared borders 
has no significant effect on the likelihood of third-party support for 
governments engaged in civil conflicts.25

Negotiated Settlement

Policy makers and researchers tend to focus on negotiated settle-
ments as the most desirable of outcomes. The desire to reduce casual-
ties and property damage, alongside the avoidance of losing sovereignty 
through occupation, drives the political desire for such agreements. 



Chapter 5:  Why Do Conflicts End? 

171

However, negotiated settlements also carry risk. Civil wars that end in 
these settlements are much more likely to reignite than those termi-
nated through rebel or military victory. Generally, the armed actors in 
the conflict want the benefits of peace, but they also want to continue 
to hurt their enemies. They maintain a sense of legitimacy, a belief 
that they could have won, and an entitlement to more extensive claims. 
Together, the issues contribute to the risk for recurrence.26 

Negotiated settlements are difficult to secure due to the trust and 
commitment problems inherent in the agreements, which typically 
include provisions for political power sharing, military integration, 
and mutual disarmament. Each side has limited means to reassure the 
other that they will abide by the agreement. These commitment and 
trust obstacles emerge especially in center-seeking civil wars, where the 
conflicts tend to be all-or-nothing, zero-sum games for control. Negoti-
ated settlements are therefore more common in peripheral, autonomy-
seeking wars.27 State capacity does not seem to have any influence on 
the likelihood of a negotiated settlement, but UN intervention makes 
such settlements more likely.28

Competing Theories on the Problem of Civil War Resolution
There are competing theories among social science researchers regarding the pri-
mary challenges of terminating civil wars and maintaining a lasting peace after 
conflict resolution. The theories can be categorized into two general schools of 
thought: rationalist and ideational.

The rationalist school theorizes that adversaries in civil wars act based on the same 
cost-benefit calculations as interstate actors. Armed actors are thought to pursue 
continued armed conflict or resolution based on whether success is more likely 
through continued conflict or through a political settlement. However, there are 
challenges in domestic conflicts that can get in the way of negotiation and compro-
mise. These problems may include (1) the uniquely high benefits of outright suc-
cess in civil wars, either control of the state or independence; (2) the difficulty of 
dividing the benefits and stakes associated with domestic conflict; and/or (3) the 
problem of reaching mutually acceptable bargains in the context of ambitious lead-
ers, extremist demands, poor communication, erratic outside aid, and fear.

The ideational school, on the other hand, sees internal conflicts as uniquely driven 
by intensely emotive conflicts based on values, as opposed to more rational bar-
gaining, greed, or mere desire for dominance. These issues include ethnic and 
cultural identity, recognition, participation, and other deep and nonnegotiable 
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value claims that make the prospect of common ground and compromise espe-
cially difficult.

Barbara F. Walter, “The Critical Barrier to Civil War Settlement,” International Organization 51, no. 3 
(1997): 341–343.

RECIDIVISM

After terminating, conflicts have a high probability of sliding back 
into conflict (i.e., recidivism or recurrence). Most countries that expe-
rience civil war will likely experience additional conflicts, a reality 
most scholars attribute to the structural conditions of the post-civil war 
environment that create incentives to resume violent conflict rather 
than accept the new status quo.29 In other words, the problem of peace 
failure is both structure and agency based. Structurally, the type of 
conflict termination influences the likelihood of conflict recurrence 
(although these patterns are not simple).30 In terms of agency, the 
details of peace agreements, power-sharing arrangements, governing 
coalitions, elections, peacekeeping operations, and other postconflict 
measures can have significant impacts on the decisions actors make in 
the near future.

Recidivism is a term used to describe the recurrence of civil war in a state that has expe-
rienced a period of peace or stability.

The nature and outcome of the previous civil war in a country has 
implications for the durability of postconflict peace.31 Postconflict set-
tlements are more likely to fail after high-intensity, high-casualty con-
flicts. The nature of the dispute underlying the conflict can also affect 
the likelihood of success. For example, politicoeconomic conflicts are 
less prone to recidivism than identity-based ones.32 Conflicts with reb-
els seeking total control of the central government are also more likely 
to recur after termination than peripheral fights for independence or 
autonomy.33 While there is debate among scholars regarding whether 
rebel or government victories are more likely to collapse into renewed 
conflict, most analysis suggests the former.34 Specifically, rebel victories 
more often result in a durable peace than government victories, but only 
if the new regime can survive the initial few years. On the other hand, 
peace after a government victory is initially stable but often becomes 
more fragile over time if the government fails to address grievances by 
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marshaling resources, institutional capacity, and the political will nec-
essary for sustained reforms.35

While negotiated settlements have high rates of recidivism, some 
measures can positively affect the postconflict stability. Similar to rebel 
victories, the peace after a negotiated settlement is initially fragile but 
becomes more durable over time.36 Several measures can be taken 
to make a negotiated peace more robust and likely to succeed. First, 
the presence of international peacekeeping operations in conjunc-
tion with a negotiated settlement makes the postconflict peace more 
durable than that following a government victory.37 Second, multifac-
eted power-sharing arrangements that create extensive networks of 
institutions make former antagonists less likely to revert back to armed 
conflict. Rather than focusing solely on political decision-making, the 
more diversified and extensive the power-sharing institutions are (cov-
ering territorial, military, economic, and other dimensions of state 
power), the more likely agreement measures will be implemented and 
maintained.38 Third, the presence of mediators in brokered negotia-
tions that encourage more extensive power-sharing arrangements also 
improves the probability of long-term, self-enforcing peace.39 Fourth, 
military power sharing and integration increase the likelihood of a 
long-lived peace, but only if implemented through a formally signed 
treaty, as opposed to merely ad hoc offers for integration from the gov-
ernment.40 Finally, there is debate over the value of costly provisions 
in negotiated settlement and power sharing. Some argue that provi-
sions with high costs make the stronger party more likely to either back 
out or seek renegotiation of the agreement, thereby destabilizing the 
arrangement and reigniting the conflict.41 On the other hand, some 
argue that the implementation of provisions that require high degrees 
of sacrifice from both sides demonstrate the credibility of and increase 
confidence in the peace process.42

Elite interactions in governing coalitions and elections have impli-
cations on the success of power-sharing agreements. Elections may 
increase collaboration, but if they are rushed before the development 
of state institutions, they may instead serve to mobilize ethnonational-
ist competition or allow some elites to monopolize power, which may 
threaten to reignite conflict.43 Studies suggest that recidivism is more 
likely if the governing coalition is small because those excluded from 
power have less to lose from resuming armed conflict. When included, 
both sides have institutional means to pursue political objectives that 
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are less costly than armed violence. Large, inclusive governing coali-
tions are more likely in negotiated settlements and government victories 
than in rebel victories.44 However, there are tradeoffs between building 
narrower and larger coalitions. Narrow coalitions are less likely to face 
internal defections but also increase the risk of civil war in the future. 
Large coalitions, while they decrease the likelihood of civil war recur-
rence, also increase the risk for coups and mutinies in the future.45 
Finally, if after elections, a regime seeks to dismantle democratic insti-
tutions and exclude opposition groups from future elections, the risk 
of recidivism increases.46

Research indicates that conflict recidivism is more common in the 
absence of international peacekeeping operations that provide security 
guarantees and transitional periods.47 According to some authorities, 
peacekeeping operations reduce the risk of recurrence most signifi-
cantly.48 No matter the type of civil war, a country’s most vulnerable 
moment is immediately after the end of fighting, but the longer a 
postconflict peace lasts, the less likely it is to break down into renewed 
conflict. For this reason, researchers believe that the international 
community needs to act quickly to begin peacekeeping operations to 
maximize the chance for success.49 Studies suggest that to be effec-
tive, postconflict peacekeeping operations require a robust mandate, 
sufficient resources, and international commitment. The operations 
must also locally address the roots of hostilities while bolstering local 
capacities to address grievances. However, while peacekeeping activi-
ties are important to prevent recidivism, when the operations do not 
have the power or mandate necessary to end violence, the conflict envi-
ronment necessitates multilateral enforcement operations or similar 
interventions.50

Other factors that scholars believe may influence conflict recidi-
vism are the decentralization of power through regional autonomy or 
federalism, human rights trials, and territorial partition. Some argue 
that regional autonomy promotes confidence among groups in an 
agreement and provides the opposition with a regional base as a source 
of policy-making influence on the subnational level.51 In the same way, 
federalism and the decentralization of power ensures that any loss of 
guaranteed seats for opposition figures at the national level would not 
be enough of a blow to their political influence to necessitate a return 
to conflict.52 While the debate around the impact of human rights tri-
als or tribunals on conflict recidivism is lively, preliminary analyses 
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do not indicate that trials or tribunals significantly contribute to or 
detract from postconflict stability.53 Others advocate territorial parti-
tion as the only way to end ethnic wars and prevent recurrence but cau-
tion that such measures could backfire, turning domestic conflicts into 
international war, thereby causing even greater instability and human 
suffering.54, 55

DECLINE IN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND 
NONVIOLENT RESISTANCE MOVEMENTS

Social movement theory and research on civil wars have established 
literature that focuses on the decline or demobilization phase of resis-
tance movements. Research on demobilization of nonviolent resistance 
is less prolific than that on armed conflict termination. Nevertheless, 
the research on demobilization in social movement theory, because it 
deftly weaves features of structure and agency together, is an important 
contribution to understanding how resistance movements terminate. 

One of the advantages of social movement theory is its rich concep-
tual spectrum of the numerous ways that resistance movements can 
cease to operate. The family of processes is referred to as “decline” 
in the social movement literature.56 The Central Intelligence Agency’s 
Guide to the Analysis of Insurgency outlines several of these outcomes as 
potential outcomes in the resolution phase of insurgencies.57 In its 
Understanding States of Resistance research, ARIS researchers adopted 
resolution as the final phase of resistance.58

The contentious politics research program, a subfield of social move-
ment research, primarily focuses on studies of emergent behavior.59 As 
a result, much of the research on resistance movements addresses ques-
tions surrounding radicalization and mobilization processes, or how 
and why an organization emerged or gained ground against its rivals 
and targets. This means that less attention has been devoted to the 
important issue of movement demobilization in the body of research. 
One of the difficulties in researching movement decline is a failure 
to agree on conceptual terminology to describe the end state of a 
resistance movement. Christian Davenport notes that the literature 
addressing the issue across different disciplines refers to a movement’s 
declines using widely divergent terms describing the same phenome-
non, including decline, contraction, (dis)continuity, termination, disbanding, 
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decay, demobilization, and outcome, among others.60 This section discusses 
numerous widely used and accepted terms to describe different forms 
of movement decline.

Operational decline in resistance movements looks different 
depending on numerous factors.61, 62 63 According to Davenport, there 
are two primary instances when decline occurs. Decline occurs exter-
nally when pressures are exerted on the movement, usually some sort 
of repression initiated by state authorities. However, demobilization 
can also occur when pressures from inside of the group, such as frac-
tionalization or ideational rigidity, dismantle the group internally. 
Sometimes, however, the external pressures leveraged by state authori-
ties against resistance movements function through these internal 
mechanisms.64

Among resistance movements that are party to a civil war, a resolu-
tion can signal a defeat by government forces, a victory, or a negotiated 
settlement. Sometimes, the resolution appears more informal, such as an 
undeclared cease-fire or stalemate that signals that an organization has 
simply fizzled out into dormancy or exhaustion. Resistance may or may 
not be rekindled later in a similar or substantively transformed manner 
(e.g., different name, different goals, and different leaders). However, 
among nonviolent, mass-based resistance movements, demobilization 
can mean that the organization has been co-opted or mainstreamed 
by its opponents. If a movement is co-opted, its leaders, participants, or 
both are invited to join the political process, moving from the periph-
ery to the center.65, 66 In this manner, co-optation decreases the need 
and incentives for further participation in the movement. 

Alternatively, mainstream elites sometimes adopt the goals and 
rhetoric of the movement to sap support from the movement, a process 
that Davenport calls “problem depletion.”67, 68 When problem depletion 
occurs, the incentives for further participation in the movement are 
considerably diminished, often resulting in the decline of the group.69 
In the dynamic between the resistance movement and its target state, 
the state’s repressive actions can successfully dismantle incentives for 
participants and deplete the movement’s resources, resulting in the 
death of the movement. Internal dynamics, sometimes receiving a 
strategic push from state actors, can also result in the implosion of a 
movement. The following discussion of these various resolutions or 
declines is organized in descending order from forms of decline that 
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are generally positive for participants in an opposition or resistance 
movement to those that are negative for members.70

SUCCESS

Success is more complicated than other forms of decline.71 Although 
one could imagine a resistance that sets particular goals, achieves them, 
and then subsides, it is more common for movements to be “forced 
into compromises that only sometimes are advantageous to the move-
ment.”72 Although it obtains concessions from its opponent, the move-
ment generally still relinquishes or compromises on some portion of 
its original claims.73 This dynamic of absorption soon transforms what 
was once a resistance movement instead into an interest group, brought 
into the conventional political institutions of the state.74

The shape of success and the concessions required can reveal inter-
nal fractures within a movement. Competing priorities and concep-
tions of what success means can lead to division, radical offshoots, and 
loss of legitimacy in the eyes of “true believers,” all likewise causing 
impotency and decline. The radical offshoots can be “spoilers” in the 
peace process; in the case of violent resistance movements, this can be a 
continuation of armed attacks. Some members of the resistance move-
ment may see success when certain goals are achieved, but others may 
perceive success only when the movement continues to grow, expand-
ing its priorities beyond the accomplished short-term goals. However, 
growth may also lead to the attraction of new members who are less 
committed to the original resistance than older members. The new 
generation of members may lead to factions that weaken the movement 
overall or change the nature of the movement entirely.

Ukraine’s Orange Revolution: Decline through Success
The Orange Revolution is an example of a resistance movement that transitioned 
to the resolution state through success. Resolution through success indicates some 
degree of fulfillment of resistance goals, but it also indicates the decline of the 
resistance in response to those successes. A popular uprising against the fraudu-
lent election of pro-Russian presidential candidate Viktor Yanukovich, the Orange 
Revolution started to transition from escalated protests and conflict toward decline 
when a third election took place on December 26, 2004. Viktor Yushchenko, the 
pro-Western candidate, won the new ballot by a clear margin. After a prolonged 
legal battle waged by Yanukovich, the Supreme Court upheld the new results, and 
Yushchenko was sworn in as Ukraine’s president on January 23,  2005, signaling 
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the successful resolution of the movement. The movement declined and splintered 
even further after the decisive election because it lacked a unifying enemy, lead-
ing to infighting between factions that paved the way for Yanukovich to reemerge 
and be elected president in 2010, defeating former movement leader Yulia Tymosh-
enko. Some view the 2014 Euromaidan uprisings in Kiev as the reemergence of 
this movement, but the successful ouster of Yanukovich, combined with ongoing 
conflict in eastern regions of the country, likewise saw internal division and move-
ment decline.

Chuck Crossett (ed.), Casebook on Insurgency and Revolutionary Warfare, Volume II: 1962–2009 (Fort Bragg, 
NC: USASOC, 2012), 625–643; W. Sam Lauber, Steven Babin, Katherine Burnett, Jonathon Cosgrove, 
Theodore Plettner, and Catherine Kane, Understanding States of Resistance, Draft (Fort Bragg, NC: USA-
SOC, 2016), 47, 98–99.

Facilitation

Facilitation occurs when the government or vested interests bring 
about the decline of a resistance group or movement through the sat-
isfaction of at least some of its claims.75 Opposite but related to repres-
sion, facilitation may be pursued to a limited degree and combined 
with measures of repression.76 When the government facilitates some, 
but not necessarily all, of a resistance group’s claims, this may have 
the effect of splitting the resistance movement. Facilitation may attract 
movement moderates away from resistance activities and toward legiti-
mate action, frustrating radicals who want more change. Such a split 
will weaken the resistance as wings satisfied with facilitation will call for 
de-escalation, while holdouts persist in aggressive opposition despite 
government compromises, possibly causing a decline in popular sup-
port. Facilitation is often used by governments in coordination with 
selective measures of repression as an effective means to end a resis-
tance movement.

Provisional Irish Republican Army: Decline through Facilitation
The PIRA declined into a state of resolution on April 10, 1998, through a process 
of facilitation. The Good Friday Agreement in 1998 satisfied some of the PIRA’s 
demands, including policing reforms, the release of political prisoners, provisions 
for a popular vote on Northern Ireland’s status, and establishment of power-sharing 
institutions. After the agreement, Sinn Féin, the political arm of PIRA, became one 
of the largest parties in Northern Ireland. The agreement also disarmed the PIRA, 
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and in 2005, international observers announced its complete demobilization. Pop-
ular support for the agreement was displayed in votes in favor of the resolution in 
1999 (71 percent of voters in Northern Ireland and 94 percent in Ireland). Despite 
these achievements, the movement’s primary goal of an independent and unified 
Ireland was not met, but the insurgency nevertheless declined to resolution. 

Crossett, ed., Casebook on Insurgency and Revolutionary Warfare, 293–327; Lauber et al., Understanding 
States of Resistance, 46, 91–92.

Institutionalization

Also referred to as bureaucratization, institutionalization occurs 
when a resistance movement adopts less-extreme ideologies and 
replaces disruption with more conventional forms of contention.77 Dur-
ing the process of institutionalization, the movement’s leaders actively 
seek points of compromise or accommodation with the political 
regime, generally through moderating its own goals.78 Hopper referred 
to this form of decline as “the institutional stage of legalization and 
societal organization,” where the group transforms itself into a perma-
nent organization that is more acceptable than unacceptable to main-
stream society.79 Institutionalization can often simultaneously occur 
with radicalization among the portion of the movement that rejects 
the moderate direction of the larger movement. While both institution-
alization and radicalization lead to decline in a movement, the former 
is a partial success of the movement insomuch as when institutional-
ization occurs the movement becomes a more permanent voice in the 
status  quo, although not fully accepted within it. Depending on the 
perceived extent of this success, the resistance movement may lose its 
primary motivating force. 

Institutionalization occurs when a resistance movement adopts less-extreme ideologies 
and replaces disruption with more conventional forms of contention.

Palestine Liberation Organization: Decline through Institutionalization
The PLO offers an example of decline through gradual institutionalization. After 
the first intifada in 1987, the PLO began moderating its tactics and shifting from 
armed resistance to diplomacy and governance, most notably through its recogni-
tion of Israeli statehood, participation in the 1993 Oslo Accords, and creation of 
the Palestinian Authority. This moderation of tactics led to a decline in popular 
support over time, allowing the more radical Hamas to gain footing among the 
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public. This shift in popular support to the more radical Hamas was apparent by 
its electoral control of the Palestinian Legislative Council after 2006 elections and 
the violent takeover of the Gaza Strip in 2007. Hamas’s victory in the January 2006 
elections signaled the PLO’s transition into decline as an institutionalized group 
rather than a subversive and resistance-oriented one. The PLO continued to act 
as a representative of the Palestine movement, especially among international 
audiences, but largely through diplomatic, institutionalized channels rather than 
armed resistance.

Crossett, ed., Casebook on Insurgency and Revolutionary Warfare, 213–235; Lauber et al., Understanding 
States of Resistance, 45, 88–89.

Establishment with the Mainstream

Decline through mainstream acceptance is the process through 
which a movement becomes a fully accepted part of the legitimate 
political system. Movements that establish with the mainstream gener-
ally realize most of their goals, which means they no longer have to 
challenge the status quo.80 Although it is similar to institutionalization, 
establishment with the mainstream denotes gaining acceptance as a 
voice within the dominant power structure while simultaneously avoid-
ing co-optation by existing powerful interests.

FMLN: Decline through Establishment with the Mainstream
The FMLN in El Salvador provides a useful example of decline through establish-
ment with the mainstream. The FMLN signed a peace accord with the govern-
ment of El  Salvador on January  16,  1992. Peace negotiations leading up to the 
1992 accord would have been unlikely without the growing influence of moder-
ates within the FMLN ranks who saw violence as unsustainable and unlikely to 
bring victory, alongside growing exhaustion among the landed elite who suffered 
economically during the civil war. By signing the accord, the FMLN accepted con-
cessions from the government, most notably gaining recognition as a political 
party, allowing the leadership of the group to enter the mainstream. The accord 
addressed other critical demands of the FMLN, including land reforms to help the 
peasant class, the creation of an independent body (the UN Truth Commission for 
El Salvador) to investigate atrocities carried out during the war, and the establish-
ment of a civilian police force and constitutional limits on the military’s power. 
Lastly, the accord outlined the demobilization of both the FMLN and the Armed 
Forces of El Salvador, which was carried out under UN observation over eighteen 
months after the signing of the accord. Today, the FMLN operates as one of the 
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largest parties in El Salvador, effectively declining from a movement of resistance 
and emerging as mainstream. 

Crossett, ed., Casebook on Insurgency and Revolutionary Warfare, 117–148; Lauber et al., Understanding 
States of Resistance, 48-49, 86–87.

Co-Optation

State authorities battling a resistance movement often adopt a strat-
egy of co-optation to force the movement into decline. Co-optation is 
a strategy that provides movement leaders with rewards that advance 
their private interests at the expense of the collective good of the larger 
movement.81 The rewards or positions are meant to ensure that resis-
tance leaders see a convergence of their interests with those of the 
political and economic elite in society.82 Movements that are especially 
vulnerable to this strategy are those with highly dependent or central-
ized leadership and movements formed around charismatic leaders,83 
as co-optation of that leader into a lucrative position effectively disarms 
the group of a primary motivating factor.

Co-optation is a state-driven strategy that provides resistance movement leaders with 
rewards that advance their private interests at the expense of the collective good of the 

larger movement.

Scholars have also described the co-optation of a movement (par-
ticularly social movements) in terms of a process. First, state authorities 
appropriate the means used by the movement, including its narrative 
and forms of contention.84 Second, authorities assimilate leadership 
and members through limited inclusion and participation in the legit-
imate political system, particularly on decisions regarding the issues 
that most concern the movement. Third, authorities attempt to influ-
ence the movement’s goals so that they more closely align with the 
incumbent government’s interests. With greater influence, authorities 
are well suited to regulate and control the movement to serve the inter-
ests of the state.85
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Abeyance

Although it does not mark the end of a movement, abeyance is a 
state of decline that is sometimes called dormancy.86 In this state, the 
movement is not actively engaged in mobilization but focuses inward 
on its own identity.87 This inactive period is also marked by reduced 
recruitment and the avoidance of confrontations with adversaries. 
According to sociologists Traci Sawyers and David Meyer:

During abeyance, movements sustain themselves but 
are less visible in interaction with authorities. At the 
same time, values, identity, and political vision can 
be sustained through internal structures that permit 
organizations to maintain a small, committed core of 
activists and focus on internally oriented activities.88

Similarly, another sociologist theorizes that movement abeyance 
provides continuity for the group while allowing time to build support 
even while confronted with a hostile or unreceptive political author-
ity.89 Resistance movements, despite falling back into a dormant state 
through abeyance, can reemerge and remobilize after reinforcing 
group identity and developing a larger support base.

Abeyance is a period of dormancy or inactivity in a resistance movement. When in abey-
ance, a resistance movement does not actively mobilize the population but focuses on 

internally related matters, such as identity or organization.

Radicalization

A movement begins to decline when it radicalizes by shifting toward 
ideological extremes or adopting escalating disruptive and/or violent 
forms of contention.90,  91 Radicalization does not necessarily cause 
decline, but it can serve as a mechanism for demobilization, particularly 
when one wing of the movement radicalizes in reaction to the modera-
tion, co-optation, or institutionalization of a rival wing.92 If one wing 
of the movement is declining through compromise and capitulation 
while the other radicalizes even further into nonnegotiable positions 
and escalatory violence, the movement may lose legitimacy, crippling 
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recruitment and mobilization efforts until the radical wing declines 
into irrelevance.

Radicalization occurs when members or leaders of a resistance movement shift toward 
ideological extremes or adopt increasingly disruptive or violent tactics.

Exhaustion

After a resistance movement has matured and weathered a long 
struggle, the organization and other participants may experience 
gradual decline as psychological exhaustion damages the emotional 
momentum of the group.93 This slow deflation of zeal for resistance 
through exhaustion occurs through the eventual success of moderate 
or established interests that advocate for decline and a return to nor-
malcy. Davenport calls this exhaustion “burnout” and notes that activ-
ism is hard work physically, emotionally, and psychologically. As a result, 
many activists “will just get fed up and quit.”94 While burnout or exhaus-
tion is a very real phenomenon, few have systematically investigated 
this important form of demobilization. Scholars in contentious poli-
tics outline exhaustion as a state of decline: “although street protests, 
demonstrations, and violence are exhilarating at first  .  .  . [resistance 
movements] involve risk, personal costs, and, eventually, weariness and 
disillusionment.”95 Exhaustion can cause unequal decline in participa-
tion and contribute to internal moves toward radicalization or insti-
tutionalization, which are efforts to respectively either reenergize or 
salvage the influence of a movement in decline.96

Repression

The government may succeed in repressing the resistance move-
ment, a state of decline where those in power “use force to prevent 
movement organizations from functioning or prevent people from 
joining the movement organizations.”97 Tactics for repression are 
numerous, including imprisonment, execution, torture, mass killings, 
infiltration, harassment, threats to job and school access, the spread 
of false information, and “anything else that makes it more difficult 
for the movement to put its views before relevant audiences.”98 There 
are differing reports regarding the impact of repression on the viabil-
ity of resistance movements. Some research indicates that repression 



184

The Science of Resistance

can increase mobilization, while other research finds evidence for the 
opposite, that repression constrains or neutralizes mobilization.99,  100  

The relationship between repression and political violence is referred 
to as the conflict-repression nexus.101

When repression is successful, it can create an internal and exter-
nal push toward demobilization. Repression can lead to an internal 
push for demobilization as repression generates distrust and paranoia 
among the targeted resistance group, hindering collective coopera-
tion. The effects are likely to be more pronounced according to certain 
organizational characteristics of the resistance movement. Organiza-
tions with highly selective recruitment strategies, for instance, are more 
likely to experience a higher level of trust that is not as affected by 
repressive activities that seek to break down the internal cohesion of 
the movement, particularly those related to wiretaps, informants, and 
agent provocateurs, or at least suspicion of those measures within the 
targeted movement. Moreover, resistance movements with experienced 
activists are likely to have more accurately assessed the government’s 
expected behavior, such as repressive countermeasures, and identified 
best practices to subvert the effects of such measures on the organi-
zation. However, when resistance actors encounter unexpected repres-
sion for which they have not prepared, maintaining levels of trust and 
momentum among the group is more difficult, making the group more 
prone to demobilization. When resistance organizations are unable to 
rapidly and effectively adapt to unexpected conditions, demobilization 
is again more likely. While repressive actions could lead to the decline 
and resolution of a resistance movement, they can also push radicals 
into smaller, more exclusive groups and can contribute to the adoption 
of escalatory violence.102

FAILURE

Resistance movements can also decline and fail to achieve their 
goals for internal reasons, especially in the organization leading the 
movement. In such cases, the choices or activities of the group itself, 
rather than overpowering external factors, are the cause of the decline. 
The internal collapse and failure of the leading movement organization 
can lead either to movement abeyance or to final decline if no other 
groups take up the torch. There are two forms of failures: factionalism 
and encapsulation. In factionalism, the inability of the organization’s 
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members to agree on the best direction to take leads to an internal divi-
sion that ultimately kills the group’s momentum. Second, encapsula-
tion occurs when a movement develops an ideology that interferes with 
its ability to recruit, eventually causing a critical decline in mobilization 
and capabilities.103

Movements can also fail in their infancy and incipience. Scholars 
have noted four ways in which a movement may mishandle its nascent 
development, leading to burnout. First, groups can fail by not estab-
lishing communication links between the movement and the segment 
of the population most sympathetic to its goals, which effectively ham-
strings the group’s growth into a more mature movement.104 Second, a 
young group might fail to connect with community leaders and stake-
holders, another death sentence for a young movement.105 Third, the 
group might lack a sufficiently broad platform so that a potentially sym-
pathetic audience cannot grant the movement its wholehearted sup-
port, stifling recruitment and growth.106 Finally, failures that become 
highly publicized and conspicuous can fatally weaken the public image 
of the movement, discredit causing it to rapidly decline or experience a 
slow, inexorable decline as confidence in the group does not recover.107

The Republic of New Africa 
The Republic of New Africa (RNA) was a black secessionist movement formed in 
the United States in the late 1960s. It first emerged at a black nationalist conference 
held by the Malcom X Society in 1968. Conference participants formed the RNA, 
basing their platform on demands for a separate black homeland in the United 
States and reparations for centuries of slavery that had denied black slaves financial 
compensation for their labor. The group had overt socialist leanings, arguing that 
the state should hold the major means of production in trust for the people. The 
RNA issued a declaration of independence and established a governing body for 
the new black nation. In effect, the RNA formed a new government and then went 
about the business of getting support for it among the black community through 
press conferences, rallies, demonstrations, and other disruptive events to garner 
media coverage. While the group decided on a nonviolent strategy at the outset, it 
did not rule out the use of violence if it felt threatened or its progress was stymied. 
The bulk of RNA activists lived in and around Detroit. 

Although the RNA worried about repression by police and the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, security forces engaged in little repressive behavior at the outset. Peo-
pled with experienced activists, the RNA trained some members in a quasi-armed 
wing, claiming to have aboveground and underground forces ready to deploy guer-
rilla tactics in US cities. The formation of the armed groups was in preparation for 
violent repression, particularly by police, that had plagued black activism during 
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the civil rights movement. The development of the armed wing, a precautionary 
measure designed to cultivate trust among RNA supporters who were fearful for 
their lives, was the catalyst that drew more attention—and repression—from the 
security forces. 

In addition, the leadership of the movement argued over its first campaign, the 
attempted secession of a neighborhood in Brooklyn. The argument created divi-
sions within the RNA, with some arguing for a southern, not a northern, orienta-
tion, focusing on the states in the Deep South, notably Mississippi. The divisions 
were exacerbated after police staged a mass raid against the group, imprisoning 
many key members and overwhelming its capabilities. Eventually, the existing 
internal problems within the movement, combined with the weakened trust among 
RNA members after the police covertly infiltrated the group, led to the develop-
ment of two factions within the RNA. One faction argued that the group should 
step away from radical activity that invited repression, while the competing fac-
tion argued for stepping up disruptive and radical activity, including the use of 
violence. Further factionalization resulted from the imprisonment of most of the 
RNA’s leaders in Mississippi. The disagreement and distrust among the organiza-
tion contributed to the failure of the movement to achieve any of its goals or move 
substantially past the incipient or crisis phase of resistance.

Christian Davenport, How Social Movements Die: Repression and Demobilization of the Republic of New Africa 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015).

CONCLUSION

This chapter discussed conflict termination and demobilization, 
including its implications for a mission’s strategic outcomes. Most often, 
the objectives of military missions focus on near-term outcomes. In 
the case of unconventional warfare, these objectives might include the 
overthrow or disruption of an incumbent regime. However, in the inter-
est of securing enduring goals, it is necessary to have a clearer under-
standing of the dynamics in a state as a resistance movement declines. 
The postconflict environment is replete with challenges that threaten 
long-term strategic goals. States that experience civil war have diffi-
culty consolidating democracies and are at high risk of experiencing 
another civil war. Political scientists were probably among the least sur-
prised that the fragile peace in Iraq disintegrated after the withdrawal 
of US forces. Civil wars that end in negotiated settlements, which third 
parties often design as good political solutions for themselves, are espe-
cially vulnerable to recidivism.
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The types of termination or demobilization are stratified into stud-
ies on civil wars and social movements. In civil wars, wars terminate 
via negotiated settlements, military victories, cease-fires, or informal 
declines in violence. In the post-Cold War era, more civil wars ended 
through negotiated settlements, usually brokered by third parties, than 
military victories. This poses some difficult challenges in the postcon-
flict environment because negotiated settlements are the termination 
type most associated with a recurrence of civil war and violence. 

In contrast to the research on violent resistance movements in stud-
ies of civil war, social movement theory provides a rich conceptual spec-
trum of demobilization. Resistance movements can decline through 
mostly positive processes, such as facilitation or institutionalization, or 
negative processes, such as co-optation and repression, that inhibit the 
capacity of the group to continue operations. As a resistance movement 
interacts with state security forces, factions within the movement or 
within competing resistance movements make choices that impact the 
maturation and eventual decline of the movement.
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The end of the Cold War ushered in an era of irregular conflict that 
continue to shape future threats in the international security environ-
ment. Since the seventeenth century’s Peace of Westphalia, sovereign 
states have dominated international affairs. The past several decades 
have seen this dominance erode with the emergence of powerful non-
state actors on the world stage, as well as the degeneration of sovereignty 
in so-called failing or weak states. Internal conflicts, or civil wars, have 
replaced the threat of interstate wars. Across the globe, violent and 
nonviolent resistance movements are challenging the authority of state 
governments.

The decrease in interstate wars and the subsequent rise of belliger-
ent nonstate actors has meant that the future threats facing the United 
States and its allies are no longer limited to conventional armies of 
near-peer competitors. During the Cold War, conventional warfare 
remained the predominant paradigm as the United States grappled 
with its superpower rival, the Soviet Union. Even during that time, how-
ever, the United States continued combatting irregular force adversar-
ies. Irregular conflict, characterized by weaker opponents, combatants 
diffused in local populations, and innovative tactics, is an inextricable 
component of the threat landscape today and into the future. The US 
military’s emphasis on traditional warfare has given way to the acknowl-
edgement that irregular warfare is no longer an aberration but an 
essential component of contemporary conflict, resulting in efforts to 
integrate the precepts of irregular conflict into doctrine and concepts. 
Indeed, careful study of US military history reveals that the US military 
has long been involved in irregular warfare, but that observation is 
often overshadowed by the large, conventional wars of the twentieth 
century. Combating the complexity inherent within this type of war-
fare requires cultivating a disciplined, rigorous approach to the science 
of resistance.

Resistance movements generally attract attention from the military 
as their leaders transition the movements to violence in their efforts to 
challenge state authority. However, in the past several decades, nonvio-
lent resistance movements have proven tremendously resourceful and 
effective, toppling governments or forcing policy reform on incum-
bent regimes. Movements such as the Polish labor union, Solidarity, 
or protestors in the Arab Spring accomplished goals most observers 
thought impossible or highly unlikely—unseating entrenched authori-
tarian regimes with highly capable security forces. Indeed, research on 
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resistance movements demonstrated that nonviolent campaigns have 
proven more effective in securing their political goals than their violent 
counterparts. This observation, combined with the insights previously 
discussed, should prompt the Special Forces, other military leaders, 
and policy makers to revisit their concepts of resistance to incorporate 
these academic developments.

The definition of resistance has evolved over time. Early definitions 
of resistance, developed largely during Second World War, focused on 
resistance as a partisan domestic effort against an occupying force, 
distinguishing it from other types of warfare. Eventually, the concept 
broadened to include efforts outside of those against a foreign power 
and encompassed actors that did not rely on the use of violence to 
achieve their objectives. While the expanded concept is a welcome 
addition, it is also necessary to ensure that the Special Forces focuses 
on types of resistance that are operationally relevant. The definition 
of resistance supplied by the ARIS team seeks to strike the balance 
between treating the phenomenon holistically while maintaining oper-
ational relevance. The definition emphasizes the fundamental asym-
metry of resistance, its organizational characteristics, and its intent to 
subvert and disrupt political targets. As a result, the ARIS definition 
restricts consideration to movements planning to undermine, thwart, 
or oust incumbent regimes outside the bounds of “normal” political 
activity.

The ARIS definition of resistance also points to a broadened con-
ception of resistance that dismisses violence as a discerning feature of 
the phenomenon. Many violent resistance movements did not use vio-
lence at the outset but turned to weapons only after a period of non-
violence. Resistance therefore does not begin when the groups pick up 
guns or the body count on the battlefield reaches a prescribed thresh-
old. Rather, resistance is a continuous concept in which groups adopt 
various strategies and tactics over their life cycles, including violence 
and nonviolence. It is incumbent on the Special Forces, with the aid of 
the work presented here and in the larger ARIS corpus, to help senior 
decision makers discern which movements are likely to be a strategic 
threat or asset.

In addition to providing a semantic definition, the ARIS project 
also describes a set of attributes common to most resistance move-
ments. The key attributes capture the interactions between a resistance 
movement and its surrounding environment for a holistic analysis. The 
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attributes include actors, causes, organizations, actions, and environ-
ment. The actors attribute nods to the persons or groups indirectly 
or directly involved in a movement, whether as participants, leaders, 
or passive and active supporters in the local population. Opportunity 
captures the environmental conditions that alter incentives for mobili-
zation by minimizing risk or increasing the rewards of actors’ participa-
tion. The opportunities might be a shift in governmental policies or a 
demonstration of a regime’s vulnerabilities and weaknesses. Operation-
ally relevant resistance occurs within an organization, serving as the 
platform for collective action. In turn, organization is enabled by other 
factors, such as the formation of a group identity, a shared ideology, 
or shared interests. Finally, resistance movements make their presence 
felt by their opponents through action. Action occurs as the pursuit 
of common organizational goals encompasses a broad set of strategies 
and tactics, including both violence and nonviolence. 

The work presented here is organized according to “big” the-
matic questions or puzzles that have inspired decades of social science 
researchers. Many of the questions are similar to those asked within the 
Special Forces engaging in Unonventional Warfare or Foreign Inter-
nal Defense, although with the intent to explain rather than to distill 
best practices. Although the researchers adopted different frameworks 
and perspectives, the key attributes of resistance previously described 
appear in the analysis of resistance throughout their work. The ques-
tion or puzzle that heads each chapter has by itself produced a large 
body of research. As is frequently the case with social science, there 
is rarely an indisputable consensus on the answers to these complex 
questions. Instead, the ARIS team aimed to provide an intermediate 
introduction to the major findings and theories explaining different 
facets of resistance. 

The majority of the research presented here is derived from the 
social sciences. Most draws from political science and sociology, where 
the bulk of research on resistance is found. In general, research on resis-
tance in the social sciences is divided into camps. Some study violent 
conflict, usually civil wars, while others look at nonviolent resistance, 
such as in studies on social movements. However, more researchers 
have begun to study resistance as a singular phenomenon, although 
the research program is still relatively young. Contentious politics, 
for instance, unites disparate studies of nonviolent and violent resis-
tance into a single field of inquiry. The research draws on the rich, 
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case-study-based material found in social movement studies. It applies 
the concepts, processes, and mechanisms found in social movement 
theory to studies of violent resistance movements or movements that 
have transitioned from nonviolence to violence. 

The first thematic puzzle raised in this work related to why some 
countries experience resistance while others do not. The puzzle is most 
often treated in research on civil war onset, which relies on quantitative 
analysis of large datasets, but also from studies of social movements. 
The former literature relies on macrostructural variables to explain why 
civil war breaks out in some countries or regions. Low levels of socio-
economic development, political marginalization of ethnic groups, and 
bordering neighbors experiencing warfare all increase the likelihood 
that a country will experience internal armed conflict. 

While the evidence is useful for identifying countries at risk, some 
of the structural variables, such as rough terrain, are difficult or 
impossible to alter. Therefore, the ability to translate the evidence to 
actionable strategies or tactics is limited. In the latter literature, the con-
tentious politics research program explains how political opportunities 
can alter the incentives of individuals and participants to take part in 
resistance by minimizing the risks or increasing the expected rewards 
of participation. While research on macrostructural variables tends to 
relegate actors into the background, research on political opportunity 
views political processes as emerging from the interaction between 
actors and their environment. Political opportunities analyze the 
impact of regime openness and capacity on group decisions to engage 
in collective action. The configuration of actors is equally important, 
particularly when considering nonviolent resistance movements. Lead-
ers of these groups must pay careful attention to the interests of the 
military to assess the likelihood of widespread military defection or 
armed repression.

The second thematic question raised relates to one of the most 
enduring puzzles in resistance studies. While most individuals and 
groups stay on the sidelines during a conflict, others mobilize to 
engage in collective action. What separates the two populations, the 
participants and nonparticipants? Grievances abound, but resistance 
movements are rare. The puzzle is a problematic one because mobiliza-
tion is among the most significant challenges facing resistance leaders. 
It requires leaders to cultivate sophisticated social solutions capable 
of uniting individuals with different ideas, interests, and goals into an 
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organized whole. The theory of collective action first articulated this 
challenge of mobilization. Scholars, using selective incentive theory, 
explained how the barrier to mobilization can be overcome by offering 
selective incentives to participants, whether in terms of loot or prestige. 
Other research assesses how organizational factors that contribute to 
mobilization, including the role of social networks and affiliative fac-
tors that encourage individuals to reduce uncertainty through group 
collective identity. The explanation focuses on questions of identity, 
downplaying the role of grievances and ideology in mobilization pro-
cesses. Indeed, some research demonstrates that ideological parity 
often occurs only after the individual has joined the resistance move-
ment. This research also highlights how mobilization can occur because 
of “in-process” benefits, such as feeling pleasure in agency, rather than 
expected payouts at some time in the distant future. 

Mobilization theories also shed light on how the process differs 
in violent and nonviolent resistance movements. The control-collabo-
ration model looks at how interactions between civilians and armed 
actors in conditions of violence shape mobilization in unexpected ways. 
When territorial control is contested between two armed actors, the 
cost of nonparticipation for civilians skyrockets. Regardless of whether 
an individual actually supports the goals of an insurgent group, collab-
oration occurs to gain armed protection. In effect, the violence forces 
people to hide their preferences so it is difficult or impossible to ascer-
tain levels of ideational support for the insurgency. Here, violence is the 
overriding factor predicting when and where collaboration occurs. The 
model suggests ways that mobilization differs for violent and nonvio-
lent movements. Nonviolent movements have a mobilization advantage 
that most violent ones do not. Compared with the dynamics generated 
under conditions of violence, participation in nonviolent movements 
is less costly and disruptive. Most people are willing to sign ballots and 
participate in demonstrations. The mass mobilization that occurs in 
nonviolent movements also invites participation across numerous sec-
tions of society, potentially creating links with the political and military 
elite while garnering more international support.

In military parlance, battles are either won or lost. However, 
research on conflict termination or movement demobilization reveals 
a more nuanced landscape than suggested by the win–lose dichotomy. 
Research on civil wars demonstrates that while some of these con-
flicts are still settled by rebel or state military victories, a near parity 
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of conflicts are terminated through negotiated settlements. The lat-
ter settlements increased in frequency during the post-Cold War era 
as more third parties, such as the United Nations, are helping armed 
actors resolve conflicts through bargaining and aiding in the enforce-
ment of the resulting agreements. Research also demonstrates that the 
way a conflict ends impacts the chances that the civil war will reignite. 
Negotiated settlements are particularly prone to recidivism because the 
settlements generate considerable commitment problems, lack of trust, 
and uncertainty. Because one of the missions of the Special Forces is to 
support indigenous resistance movements through UW, it is especially 
important to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the attri-
butes and qualities of resistance movements that contribute to a more 
lasting and stable peace. 

Research from social movement theory provides a more nuanced 
look at how nonviolent resistance movements end. These movements 
may not simply succeed or fail but instead experience a spectrum of 
positive and negative outcomes. Movements might be co-opted by the 
incumbent regimes or establish themselves within the legitimate, main-
stream political system. Others might simply fade out due to exhaus-
tion or after experiencing repression by state security forces. While 
the failure of a resistance movement is generally perceived as result-
ing from interactions with its opponents, a movement’s demise might 
also be initiated by internal dynamics. Movements are rarely, if ever, 
monolithic. Ideological, strategic, and personal differences among the 
leadership and rank and file can result in an internal implosion, par-
ticularly as the movement attempts to recover and respond to external 
repressive measures from the state, competing movements, and coun-
ter movements. 

One of the pressing questions motivating the ARIS project regards 
the decision of resistance leaders to transition from nonviolence to vio-
lence. Some resistance movements rely on predominantly nonviolent 
tactics, while others rely on violence to press their political claims. Most 
often, the framework for explaining the transition relies on rationalist 
calculation where the movement adopts violence as the most effective 
strategy available at that time. However, as research on nonviolent move-
ments demonstrates, violence can be a suboptimal outcome. Research 
from the contentious politics program, by contrast, looks at violence as 
an emergent phenomenon arising from repeated interactions between 
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opponents. Most often, mechanisms involving competition are the spur 
toward violence. 

Other approaches to the question, however, reveal how violence 
emerges from other dynamics, including interactions with other actors 
inside and outside the movement. The interactions prompt mecha-
nisms related to competition over scarce resources that can propel a 
movement to use violence. This confounds the view that the adoption 
of violence is a sudden transition, but more likely resides in a grad-
ual escalation. Competition occurs between the resistance actor and 
the incumbent regime. Resistance movements, particularly nonviolent 
ones, must maintain heightened levels of disruption that require con-
tinual tactical innovation. Security forces respond in kind, generating 
tit-for-tat dynamics that contribute to a gradual transition to more vio-
lent forms of collective action. 

While most often observers note the competition with the incum-
bent regime, resistance actors also face stiff competition internally and 
from similar groups. Resistance actors are not monolithic but are com-
prised of a dense web of competing interests, goals, and ideas with more 
moderate and radical contingents. The differences become especially 
salient when contestation emerges over how to respond to external 
pressure from security forces. The more radical contingent is liable to 
split off from the moderate core, leading to the formation of a violent 
splinter group. Competition also emerges when groups in the same, 
usually organizationally dense, movement compete with one another 
over scarce resources available from popular or international support. 
When one group adopts a radicalized stance, other groups must adopt 
similar stances to maintain their legitimacy as a representative of their 
constituencies. Referred to as political outbidding, the competition 
pulls the groups toward more radical or violent tactics. 

The interactive landscape is not the only factor impacting a move-
ment’s strategy and tactics. Certain organizational structures are also 
prone to more or less violent behavior. Rigid, hierarchical groups, 
evidencing strong command and control, are capable of wielding 
extended and intense violence against their opponents. A group’s 
resource endowments, another structural factor, also influence the type 
of violence a group is likely to wield. Predatory groups that attract par-
ticipants through financial gain rely more on indiscriminate violence 
against civilian populations. Similarly, the extent of a movement’s ter-
ritorial control affects the type and lethality of its violence. Clandestine 
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groups, with limited or no territorial control, are far more likely to rely 
on terrorist tactics. In full-blown insurgencies with areas of contested 
control, the disadvantaged armed actor relies more on indiscriminate 
violence due to information and identification problems inherent 
within asymmetric warfare. As an actor gains control of territory, its 
levels of violence taper down as information and identification difficul-
ties dwindle. 

Since its inception, the ARIS project has sought to further expand 
the science of resistance, treating it as a singular phenomenon observ-
able in various settings, times, and manifestations. The ARIS research 
team has continually sought to push the boundaries of resistance schol-
arship while remaining operationally relevant to its core audience. Stu-
dents of resistance, whether as observers or practitioners, benefit from 
exposure to the rich literature already available on the subject within 
social science scholarship. This work provides a grounded introduction 
to the material, although by no means exhaustive, enabling more rig-
orous reflection and analysis of additional existing scholarship on this 
critical subject.
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THEORIES RELATED TO THE SCIENCE 
OF RESISTANCE

Abeyance

Abeyance is a period of dormancy or inactivity in a resistance move-
ment. When in abeyance, a resistance movement does not actively mobi-
lize the population but focuses on internally related matters, such as 
identity or organization. Although recruitment is reduced, a small core 
of activists sustains the integrity of the organization. During a period 
of abeyance, a resistance movement also avoids confrontations with its 
adversaries. A resistance movement can return to a state of active mobi-
lization following abeyance.1

Affiliative Factors and Social Networks

Affiliative factors describe how the emotional needs for belong-
ing and social interaction can facilitate mobilization into resistance 
movements. When the needs remain unfulfilled, individuals may be 
more susceptible to joining a resistance movement after integrating 
into a social network for affiliative fulfillment that includes radicalized 
members.2

Anocracies, Hybrid Regimes, and Illiberal Democracies

Anocracies, hybrid regimes, or illiberal democracies share fea-
tures common to both authoritarian and democratic governments. For 
instance, an anocratic regime may allow opposition political parties 
to form and participate in elections but rig elections so that the rul-
ing party is never seriously challenged. Anocracies are also described 
as states with weak central governments lacking effective policing and 
counterinsurgent components. Measures of anocracy are frequently ref-
erenced from the Polity Project dataset, which measures the qualities 
of democratic and authoritarian regimes for each country in the world. 
Some research indicates that anocracies are more prone to political 
violence than either democratic or authoritarian regimes, the so-called 
“U-shaped” or curvilinear relationships between regime type and polit-
ical violence, although other research has challenged these findings.3
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Bad Neighborhoods

Countries that share borders with states experiencing a civil war 
are more likely to experience a civil war themselves. These regions are 
called “bad neighborhoods.” The effect is likely due to flows of refugees 
but also psychological processes that lower natural inhibitions toward 
violence.4

Conflict Trap

The conflict trap refers to the tendency for countries that have 
experienced one civil war to break down into violent conflict after a 
period of peace. Several factors contribute to the conflict trap, includ-
ing the ready availability of weapons and fighters but also the poor eco-
nomic and social conditions after a country’s infrastructure and people 
are ravaged by war.5

Control-Collaboration Model

The control-collaboration model incorporates the interactions 
between civilians and armed actors to enable a better understanding 
of mobilization processes. The model applies the same basic logic of 
the collective action framework but focuses on how the dynamics of 
violence, irregular warfare, and territorial control impact the mobiliza-
tion preferences of individuals in affected communities. In the model, 
mobilization is more likely in areas of contested territorial control 
under conditions of irregular warfare because individuals have strong 
incentives to seek out the protection offered by an armed group.6

Co-optation 

Co-optation is a state-driven strategy that provides resistance move-
ment leaders with rewards that advance their private interests at the 
expense of the collective good of the larger movement. The rewards 
or positions are meant to ensure that resistance leaders see a conver-
gence of their interests with those of the political and economic elite in 
society. In the co-optation process, states appropriate the movement’s 
narrative, assimilate its leaders and members, and thereby attempt to 
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influence the movement’s goals so that they align with the interests of 
the incumbent regime.7

Different Pace of Demobilization

A different pace of demobilization occurs when state repression 
and negotiation raises the cost of participation for members or resolves 
pressing issues. As a result, moderates and peripheral participants leave 
the organization, leaving a core of highly committed, radicalized mem-
bers that increases the likelihood the resistance movement will transi-
tion to violence.8

Economic Opportunity

Economic opportunity is used to explain mobilization into resis-
tance groups. When economic development in an area is poor, people 
are more likely to join a movement because it provides the best eco-
nomic payoff available. This would not be the case in areas of higher 
economic development because the benefits of participation in a resis-
tance movement are likely to be lower than economic payoffs in the 
formal economy. Highly skilled technical workers in Silicon Valley, for 
instance, are not likely to economically benefit more from participa-
tion in a resistance movement because employment in the area is so 
lucrative.9

Establishment with the Mainstream

Establishment with the mainstream is a decline process through 
which a resistance movement is incorporated into the mainstream or 
legitimate political system. Movements that establish with the main-
stream generally realize most of their goals, which means they no lon-
ger have to challenge the status quo.10

Ethnic Minority Rule

Ethnic minority rule occurs when a minority ethnic group rules 
over a majority ethnic group(s) through means of political exclusion. 
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The EPR dataset measures the ethnic minority rule and political 
exclusion.11

Ethnic Polarization Model

The ethnic polarization model argues that ethnic violence does not 
result from an increased number of ethnic groups in society; diversity 
itself does not drive political violence among ethnic groups. Instead, it 
matters how the ethnic groups are configured in society. When a soci-
ety has a large, majority ethnic group, with smaller, peripheral minority 
groups, violence between the groups is more probable.12

Facilitation

Facilitation is a demobilization process in which the incumbent 
government or other vested actors bring about the decline of a resis-
tance group or movement through the satisfaction of at least some of 
its claims. When the government facilitates some, but not necessarily 
all, of a resistance group’s claims, this may have the effect of splitting 
the resistance movement. Facilitation may attract movement moderates 
away from resistance activities and toward legitimate action, frustrating 
radicals who want more change. Such a split will weaken the resistance 
as wings satisfied with facilitation will call for de-escalation, while hold-
outs persist in aggressive opposition despite government compromises, 
possibly causing a decline in popular support. Facilitation is often used 
by governments in coordination with selective measures of repression 
as an effective means to end a resistance movement.13

Horizontal Inequality

Horizontal inequality argues that ethnic groups that experience sys-
temic political and economic exclusion as a group (in comparison with 
other groups in society) are more likely to engage in armed rebellion 
than others.14 Horizontal inequality is similar to relative deprivation, 
but the former looks at group-level inequality while the latter looks 
at individual levels of inequality. Research conducted using this theo-
retical model combines measurements to capture inequality and ethnic 
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settlement patterns by using geocoded inequality and ethnic settlement 
data.15, 16

Ideology

An ideology is a comprehensive set of interrelated beliefs, val-
ues, and norms. Every society shares commonly held cultural beliefs, 
including ideas, knowledge, lore, superstitions, myths, and legends. 
The beliefs in turn are associated with values or judgements of right or 
wrong that guide individual action. This code is reinforced through a 
system of rewards and punishments so that approved patterns of behav-
ior, or norms, can discipline the behavior of the group. Individuals 
seek to give meaning and organization to unexplained events through 
generalized beliefs like ideology. Movement leaders can interpret situ-
ations in terms of the group’s beliefs or ideology, translating abstract, 
ideological beliefs into specific, concrete collective action.17

Injustice Frames

Injustice frames are interpretations proffered by movement lead-
ers that highlight how adversaries are actively bringing about suffer-
ing or harm to affected groups. When successful, injustice frames help 
to ignite emotional responses, including hot cognition, that facilitates 
participation or support with the group.

In-Process Benefits

In-process benefits are the emotional benefits a person experiences 
while participating in a resistance movement that can serve as a moti-
vation for joining. In this case, participants take pride and pleasure in 
standing up for their rights and re-asserting their dignity.18

Institutionalization

Institutionalization occurs when a resistance movement adopts 
less extreme ideologies and replaces disruption with more conven-
tional forms of contention. During the process of institutionaliza-
tion, the movement’s leaders actively seek points of compromise or 
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accommodation with the political regime, generally through moderat-
ing its own goals.19

Legitimacy and Social-Eudaemonic Legitimacy

Legitimacy is the generalized and normative support for an incum-
bent state authority among the relevant population. Legitimacy may 
stem from different sources, including tradition, charismatic leader-
ship, and legal-rational procedures such as elections. Another basis 
of authority is called social-eudaemonic, which means that legitimacy 
stems from the performance of a government in meeting the demands 
of its population in terms of the provision of public services. The ser-
vices may include security, health care, education, sanitation, justice, 
and economic development.20

Loss of Strength Gradient

The LSG predicts that states have less capacity to assert their power 
the farther away from the state capital. As a result, the state has pres-
ence in peripheral regions, providing an opportunity for rebels to 
emerge and grow. The LSG captures the importance of poor military 
presence in peripheral regions but also a lack of state capacity to pro-
vide adequate social provisions, such as education and health care, that 
might also contribute to the emergence of violence.21

Micromobilization Processes

Micromobilization processes are discrete components of larger 
mobilizations processes that occur over the course of conflict. Micro-
mobilization uses micro-level data, whether at the level of the individ-
ual, geographic region, event, or phase in a conflict to better explain 
how mobilization occurs. The research points to the difficulty in devel-
oping a master motivation theory that accounts for motivations for 
joining resistance movements in all times and places. Instead, research 
on micromobilization processes seeks to identify how the motivations 
for mobilization changes according to the shifting dynamics within a 
conflict.22
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Negotiated Settlements or Peace Agreements

Negotiated settlements or peace agreements are mutually agreed 
upon political arrangements that warring parties enter into to explic-
itly regulate or resolve the source of grievances fueling the conflict. 
Currently, more civil wars are ended through a negotiated settlement 
than a decisive military victory by either the incumbent government or 
rebels, a shift from patterns in conflict termination during the Cold 
War era. From 1940 until the end of the 1980s, most civil wars ended 
via a decisive military victory, whether by rebel forces or the incumbent 
government. From 1940 to 1999, civil wars were four times as likely to 
end via a military victory as a negotiated settlement.23

Nonviolent Resistance

Nonviolent resistance is a “socio-political action for applying power 
in a conflict without the use of violence.” The techniques are outside 
the boundaries of conventional political processes, such as voting, lob-
bying and interest-group organizing. The persuasiveness of nonviolent 
campaigns derives from the continual tactical innovation that pro-
duces societal disruption. The tactics include boycotts, strikes, protests, 
sit-ins, stay-aways, and other forms of noncooperation and civil disobe-
dience intended to pressure a ruling authority.24

Outbidding and Tactical Innovation

Outbidding is an action-counteraction dynamic between challeng-
ers and the state in which each side raises the stakes of engagement 
with one another. Tactical innovation by a resistance movement is the 
continual innovation and deployment of tactics designed to disrupt 
public order and mobilize supporters. Political violence often results 
from the dynamics of outbidding and tactical innovation as the state 
or resistance movements incrementally adopts more disruptive and vio-
lent tactics to disrupt or secure public order, respectively.25



212

The Science of Resistance

Political Opportunity Set

The political opportunity set is comprised of three interrelated 
concepts that explain the political context surrounding conflict pro-
cesses. The first, political opportunity structures, refers to the formal 
or permanent dimensions of the environment that shapes incentives 
for resistance. The second, the configuration of actors, looks at the 
existing relationships between powerful actors in the environment. 
The actors include a resistance group’s potential allies, its adversaries, 
and influential bystanders. Lastly, the political opportunity set includes 
the dynamic process of ongoing interaction between resistance groups 
and their adversaries that impact the group’s strategies, tactics, and 
political objectives or claims. Each of these concepts are powerful tools 
for better understanding resistance processes and their outcomes.26

Political Opportunity

The concept of political opportunity highlights factors in the politi-
cal environment that incentivize individuals or groups to make deci-
sions or take actions regarding participation in resistance that they 
otherwise might not have had those opportunities not been present. 
Political opportunities, conditions that make a regime more vulnerable 
to resistance, can include a decline in repression, divisions among the 
elite, or reforms that grant citizens greater political participation. While 
the conditions are important, the perceptions of these opportunities 
among individuals or groups are also significant. Political opportunity 
explains why some states might experience political resistance while 
other states do not, even though citizens in both have grievances.27

Political Outbidding

Political outbidding is a form of competition that arises between 
groups competing for scarce resources in the organizationally dense 
field of actors that often makes up a resistance movement. Groups and 
actors with similar goals often find themselves competing for sources 
of external funding, allies among the political elite, recruits, and 
legitimacy, among other resources. The competition encourages the 
groups to “outbid” one another to differentiate their group from the 
rest. One way to differentiate a group is through the use of extreme 
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tactics, including violence, to represent themselves as the legitimate 
representative and protector of the community and their interests. As 
a result, more moderate groups that otherwise prefer nonviolence may 
have incentives to adopt more violent tactics to compete with the radi-
calized group.28

Political Process Model

The political process model describes resistance as the culmination 
of long-term political processes dictated by the existing power configu-
rations in society. The model identifies three key factors in the political 
process model that explained the rise and decline of resistance move-
ments, including the level of organization among the relevant popu-
lation, positive assessment for the success of the insurgency, and the 
configuration of political actors within the government.29

Problem of Collective Action

The problem of collective action asserts that it is not rational for 
individuals to act on behalf of a group’s interest because it produces 
public, not private, goods. Public goods are a class of goods that must 
be made available to everyone if they are made available at all. The col-
lective action puzzle assumes that individuals are rational actors that 
make decisions and take actions based on calculations of self-interest. 
Rational actors prefer the decisions and actions that provide the great-
est personal benefit or the lowest personal cost. As a result, individuals 
have an incentive to let others take on the burdensome task of resis-
tance, or free-ride, because even nonparticipants will enjoy any ben-
efits the group produces.30

Protest Cycle

A protest cycle is a period of heightened or intense mobilization 
across the social system. It is characterized by a diffusion of collective 
action; rapid innovation in strategies and tactics; a mixture of sponta-
neous and organized participation; and intense, repeated interactions 
between challengers of the status quo and state authorities.31
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Radicalization

Radicalization occurs when members or leaders of a resistance move-
ment shift toward ideological extremes or adopt increasingly disruptive 
or violent tactics. Radicalization does not necessarily cause decline, but 
it can serve as a mechanism for demobilization, particularly when one 
wing of the movement radicalizes in reaction to the moderation, co-
optation, or institutionalization of a rival wing. The radicalized wing 
can lead to decreased legitimacy that hinders recruitment and opera-
tional relevance.32

Recidivism

Recidivism is a term used to describe the recurrence of civil war 
in a state that has experienced a period of peace or stability. The like-
lihood of recidivism is impacted by the type of conflict termination 
(negotiated settlement, military victory, or cease-fire agreement) and 
the details of the peace agreement, power-sharing arrangements, gov-
erning coalitions, elections, peacekeeping operations, and other post-
conflict measures.33

Relative Deprivation

Relative deprivation describes the mismatch between peoples’ lev-
els of expectation regarding their economic situations and the realities 
of their economic situations. When relative deprivation occurs, indi-
viduals are more likely to participate in armed rebellion. Relative depri-
vation posits a relationship between people’s perception of economic 
grievance, not the objective reality of an individual’s economic situa-
tion. Relative deprivation is similar to horizontal inequality, except the 
latter theory focuses on groups, not individuals.34

Repertoires of Contention

Repertoires of contention are clustered acts resistance movements 
use to make claims against their targets, including state or occupa-
tional authorities. Each society, culture, historical movement, or other 
differentiated group has access to a set of stock contentious acts that 
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are familiar and meaningful to the particular audience. The acts, 
because they are culturally embedded within a society, are familiar 
and resonate with the movement’s audience. Repertoires of contention 
are described to mimic theatrical language, which captures how the 
acts are scripted but also offer room for improvisation such as “loosely 
scripted theater.”35

Resource Endowments

Resource endowments are the configuration of resources that 
enable a resistance movement to overcame barriers to mobilization. The 
endowments are classified in two broad categories: economic endow-
ments and social endowments. Economic endowments are finances 
derived from natural resources, taxing, criminal activity, or other 
sources. Social endowments are more ideational than financial, includ-
ing shared beliefs, expectations, and norms among relevant groups. 
The endowments generate different membership profiles. Economic 
endowments tend to mobilize low-investment recruits that are attracted 
to personal financial gain. Resistance movements that rely on social 
endowments tend to mobilize high-commitment investor that favor 
activist rebellion over private gain. Researchers speculate that resis-
tance movements that rely on economic endowments are more likely 
to wield indiscriminate violence against the local population, raising 
civilian casualty figures.36

Selective Incentives

Selective incentives are one explanation to the problem of collec-
tive action. Because individuals have incentives to free-ride, resistance 
leaders offer selective incentives or side payments to entice individu-
als to participate in collective action through the promise of personal 
reward. Possible selective incentives include land, money, loot, natural 
resources, and positions of authority that can attract mobilization in 
a wide variety of resistance activities, from strikes to violent rebellion. 
With the addition of selective incentives, participants receive multiple 
payoffs because they will arguably still also enjoy the public goods pro-
duced by the organization. This means that each individual benefits 
from private goods as well as public goods.37
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Shadow Governments

Shadow governments are formal or informal nonstate organizations 
that strategically leverage governance activities to fulfill operational 
objectives relations to population support and control. The activities 
mimic the attributes or function of the state. Resistance movements 
use shadow governments to gain legitimacy among the local popula-
tion, control the local population, undermine the state government, or 
extract valuable resources. Oftentimes, shadow governments will oper-
ate in tandem or in competition with formal state governance.38

Youth Bulge

A youth bulge is a demographic pattern in which a population has 
a disproportionately large youth population in comparison to the older 
population. A youth bulge can increase the risk a country experiences 
armed resistance when it is also accompanied by economic stagnation. 
Under these conditions, unemployment generates grievances and pro-
duces a large recruitment pool of military-age males.39
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