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Outline of my work 
I am working on the dynamics of violence in the context of civil war.  I am currently 
finishing a manuscript tentatively entitled “The Logic of Violence in Civil War.”  Very 
roughly, the central goal of the manuscript is to establish the general parameters of civil 
war violence as a political and social phenomenon, to specify its theoretical foundation in 
a way that is consistent with its manifold empirical manifestations, to derive a model 
from this exercise, and finally to test this model against empirical evidence. 
 
The manuscript is motivated by the observation that civil wars are extremely violent.  
This is an ‘umbrella’ observation pointing to various dimensions of violence, such as the 
large number of victims, the intensity of violence (cruelty, atrocities, etc.), and the fact 
that violence often takes place between neighbors with a track record of past peaceful 
interaction.  I call these dimensions “barbarism” and “intimacy.”  Why do civil wars 
display these characteristics? 
 
I link violence to its institutional context, namely irregular warfare.  I then develop a 
theory of irregular warfare that stresses two interlinked factors: the absence of frontlines 
between combatants and the “identification” problem, i.e. the ability of combatants to 
hide between civilians.  This situation gives rise to informational asymmetries between 
political actors and civilians and generates a number of moral hazard problems.  I specify 
a simple model and derive predictions about the variation of violence at the micro level. 
 
Since reliable and detailed aggregate data on civil war violence are scarce or even non-
existent, I test these hypotheses at the subnational level using a data from the Greek Civil 
War which took place on and off between 1943 and 1949.  It first began under the 
(mainly) German occupation (1943-1944) and restarted in 1946; there was plenty of 
multiform violence.  The data come from ethnographic and archival research I conducted 
in Greece and consist mainly of the universe of cases from one region with about 50 
villages, a population of 40,000 and 700 homicides related to the civil war.  The data is 
consistent with the predictions of the model (the model explains about 70% of the spatial 
variation of violence).  I also contrast these findings to anecdotal observations included in 
historiographies, reports, autobiographies, case studies, and memoirs written about a 
large number of civil wars spanning four continents over two hundred years. 
 
Overall, the analysis establishes, in both analytical and empirical terms, the existence of a 
distinct social phenomenon, namely civil war violence, whose fundamental elements 
(though not all characteristics) vary little across time and space.  A key distinction is 
between indiscriminate and selective violence (based on different strategies of 
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deterrence).  Indiscriminate violence is generally counterproductive; in most cases I have 
studied selective violence tends to dominate, usually after an initial period of 
indiscriminate violence. 
 
The analysis also produces several counterintuitive findings about the nature and causes 
of selective violence.  To cite three such findings: violence is likely to be motivated more 
by petty everyday personal and local disputes than by grand impersonal hatreds; few 
people engage in acts of direct violence (e.g. killings) but many people engage in acts of 
indirect violence (e.g. denunciations); and people tend to willingly engage in indirectly 
violent behavior during civil wars because they tend to be strongly disinclined to engage 
in directly violent behavior in general. Civil wars, I conclude, are particularly violent 
because they generate strong incentives for indirect violence, rather than because they  
merely reflect strong passions—ideological, religious, or ethnic.  Theoretically, this 
argument simultaneously accounts for barbarism and intimacy. 
 
Methodologically, this study extends social-scientific investigation to a substantive field 
dominated by the description of specific events; it shows that such extreme phenomena, 
although typically opaque to researchers, can be analyzed with the tools of social science; 
and it proposes a method of investigation which both respects and transcends context by 
combining various approaches, including game-theoretic reasoning, statistical analysis, 
ethnographic fieldwork, and archival research. 
 
I am attaching a draft chapter from the manuscript that discusses the ontology of violence 
in civil war.  In it, I address what I take to be a fundamental set of issues, viz. whereas 
civil war violence “comes” from outside or inside communities, whether it is motivated 
by local or supralocal issues, and whether it is driven by private or public motivations.  I 
argue that the conventional dichotomous understanding is unwarranted and that a great 
deal of civil war violence (namely its selective component) is both; selective violence in 
civil war tends to be “joint” violence. 
 
Other directions of my work 
I am presently working on a number of related issues, including the following: a 
comparison of violence in ethnic and non-ethnic wars and the independent contribution of 
ethnic polarization to civil war violence; a formal model of denunciations and 
“information management” in civil wars; a comparative analysis of mass deportation; the 
violence of the Bosnian Civil War; and a comparative study of “collaboration” with 
occupiers and colonizers. 
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Questions to address in the meeting 
 

• Issues of conceptualization: what is political violence? Differences and 
similarities between “political” and “criminal” violence; differences and 
similarities between violence in civil wars and authoritarian settings; differences 
and similarities between different kinds of civil war (ethnic, non-ethnic, etc.); the 
validity of dimensions along which civil wars can be categorized--e.g. type of 
cleavages and identities (ethnicity, class, etc.); type of war  (conventional vs. 
irregular); type of organizations involved (states, clans, etc.); types of goals 
(“looting” versus power versus social transformation); type of violence 
(instrumental versus expressive/ritualistic). 

 
• Issues of research design: how to combine theoretical and empirical research;  

how to compare; micro-macro links; relationship between macro cross-national 
work (Collier, Sambanis, etc.) and micro-level work. 

 
• Issues of data collection and measurement. 

 
• Epistemological/metatheoretical issues: different approaches and their 

implications; emotions, norms, and rationality. 
 

• Facts: as our “gut” understanding tends to come from a particular basis of 
knowledge, it is important to compare and contrast it to that of researchers with 
different knowledge bases. 
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