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Abstract 

What role did popular mobilisation play in causing the war in 
the Donbas, eastern Ukraine? In this article, I focus on the micro-level 
processes leading to the war and demonstrate how street violence 
from late January to late February 2014 and the radical change of 
government in Kyiv produced the popular emotions of mistrust and 
indignation, fear, and resentment based on injustice frames in 
Donets’k. I situate my argument within the larger literature on 
emotions and conflicts. I show how, from a wide spectrum of 
emotions, the emotion of fear in response to existential threats 
emerged during this period in Donets’k and led the local people to 
form self-defence units and arm themselves. This presented unique 
problems for local pro-Russian activists in that they began losing 
control of the processes they unleashed.  

Keywords: eastern Ukraine, Donbas war, Donets’k, conflict, emotions, 
popular mobilisation 

Introduction 

What role do emotions play in conflicts? How do activists 
politicise emotions and use them to mobilise people for political 
action? What effects do emotions have on the organisation of protest 
movements? Does the politicisation of emotion have unintended 
effects? In this article, focusing on the micro-level processes leading to 
war1 in the Ukrainian Donets’k,2 I argue that, from a wide spectrum of 
emotions, the emotion of fear in response to existential threats 
emerged as dominant in pre-war popular mobilisation. It forced 
people to form spontaneous self-defence units and arm themselves, 
which presented unique problems for movement organisers. I also 

1 I deliberately omit designating the war in the Donbas as a ‘civil war’ or ‘inter-
state’ war or ‘internationalised civil war’ because it is a subject for another article. 
2 The Ukrainian spelling is used in line with the established academic practice.  
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demonstrate that even formerly politically marginal actors could 
skilfully use emotions to mobilise people for political action.  

The article is organised as follows. First, I briefly review the 
theoretical literature on emotional pathways to violence. I then discuss 
the case selection and methods. I then focus on the events between the 
ouster of President Viktor Yanukovych and the first major pro-
Russian rally in Donets’k on 1 March 2014. Using evidence from the 
Russian social media platform ‘Vkontakte’, Pavel Gubarev’s3 Narodnoe 
Opolchenie Donbassa (Donbas’ People’s Militia) live page, videos from 
meetings in Donets’k, newspaper reports, and activist testimony, I 
demonstrate that the people in Donets’k displayed several emotional 
dispositions which activists capitalised upon: mistrust of the new 
government, fear of the radical groups from western Ukraine and 
Kyiv, and resentment based on injustice frames.  In the final section of 
the article, I demonstrate that the emotion of fear predominated, 
which had one tangible effect on the movement organisation: people 
began arming themselves and activists found hard to control what 
they aimed to unleash.   

Emotions and Conflict 

The broader literature on emotions has demonstrated that 
emotions are not only tied in with reason4 but are also ‘built-in’ 
reactions to ensure an individual’s survival. In this way, emotions 
have an adaptive role. Frijda, for example, defines emotions as 
response systems or action sets, intended to adjust and tune the 
human organism to rapid and possibly threatening changes in the 
environment.5 Barbalet demonstrates how emotions guide reason and 
help direct the individual’s attention to a pressing concern.6  

Based on these broader findings of neuroscience and health 
research, the literature on emotions and politics directs our attention 
to the importance of popular emotions for social movements7 and 

3 I have used the Russian spelling of this openly pro-Russian activist’s name.  
4 J. Elster, Alchemies of the Mind: Rationality and the Emotions (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999).  
5 N. Frijda, The Emotions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).  
6 J.M.Barbalet, Emotion, Social Theory, and Social Structure: a Macrosociological 
Approach (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).  
7 J. Goodwin, J. Jasper, F. Polletta, Passionate Politics: Emotions and Social Movements 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001); R. Aminzade, et al., Silence and Voice 
in the Study of Contentious Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).  
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conflicts.8 Emotions of difference valence (positive or negative) and 
developed along different neural pathways (fear, anger, sadness) have 
been analysed and their varying effects on political action have been 
discussed.9 For example, sudden changes in the environment, 
particularly when the status hierarchies are rearranged, with one 
ethnic group being suddenly downgraded, can cause the emotions of 
anger and resentment.10 As Wendy Pearlman demonstrates in her 
work on Palestine, under the influence of anger, particularly righteous 
anger, for example, in the face of blatant injustice, individuals begin to 
value their own security less and engage in risky behaviour, such as 
assaulting government forces and engaging in direct political action 
against economic and political status quo.11 Roger Petersen 
demonstrates how the emotion of resentment felt towards drastic 
status rearrangements forms “the best descriptive and predictive fit”12 
in explaining the violent conflicts in Yugoslavia. In a more 
instrumental vein, Roger Petersen and Stuart Kaufman have 
demonstrated that popular emotions can be skilfully used by political 
entrepreneurs to mobilise people.13 

The literature on emotions and conflicts based on the findings 
in neuroscience and health research suggests that one of the pathways 
to violence is through fear. The emotion of fear arises when “a 
breakdown of the quotidian” (or, simply put, the breakdown of 
normal life)14 or a “moral shock” (as defined by James Jasper, a moral 

 
8 E. Wood, Insurgent Collective Action and Civil War in El Salvador (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003); R. Petersen, Resistance and Rebellion : Lessons 
from Eastern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); R. Petersen, 
Understanding Ethnic Violence: Fear, Hatred and Resentment in Twentieth-Century 
Eastern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); R. Petersen, 
Western Intervention in the Balkans: the Strategic Use of Emotion in Conflict 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).  
9 T. Brader, Campaigning for Hearts and Minds: How Emotional Appeals in Political Ads 
Work (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006).  
10 Petersen, Understanding Ethnic Violence; D. Horowitz, The Deadly Ethnic Riot 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); T. Kemper, A Social Interactional 
Theory of Emotions (New York: Wiley, 1978).   
11 W. Pearlman, ‘Emotions and the Microfoundations of the Arab Uprisings’, in 
Perspectives on Politics, Vol. 11, No.2 (2013), pp. 387 – 409.  
12 Petersen, Understanding Ethnic Violence, p. 256.  
13 Petersen, Understanding Ethnic Violence; Petersen, Western Intervention; S. 
Kaufman, Modern Hatreds: The Symbolic Politics of Ethnic War (London: Cornell 
University Press, 2001).  
14 D. Snow, D. Cress, L. Downey, A. Jones, ‘Disrupting the "Quotidian": 
Reconceptualising the Relationship between Breakdown and the Emergence of 
Collective Action’, in Mobilisation: An International Journal, Vol. 3, No. 1 (1998), pp. 
1-22: 1.  
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shock is “a reaction to an unexpected event or a piece of information 
that creates a sense of outrage to such an extent that an individual 
becomes inclined toward political action”15) occur by themselves or in 
different combinations. When the quotidian breaks down, “routines 
and understandings associated with everyday patterns of making do”, 
Snow et al. write, “are now matters of doubt, uncertainty, and 
sometimes even confusion”.16 Fear can also occur in reaction to 
“suddenly imposed grievances”,17 which captures the sense of 
immediate threat that an accident or some change in the social order 
poses to the communities. In short, the emotion of fear arises as a result 
of unexpected and sudden changes in one’s surroundings, when the 
quotidian is disrupted or when there is a strong moral shock.  

Fear fundamentally affects people’s beliefs and actions. As 
Petersen demonstrates in his work on the role of emotions in 
Yugoslavian conflicts, the emotion of fear affects how individuals 
collect information. Under the influence of fear, he shows, individuals 
begin privileging information and beliefs confirming their fears and 
downgrading information about the lack of threat.18 Elster observes 
similar effects of the urgent emotions such as fear on individuals’ 
information gathering and processing.19  This is because at the most 
basic level, as Petersen writes, “emotions alert the individual to 
heighten the pursuit of one basic desire above others to meet the 
demands of changing conditions”.20 Certain concerns therefore 
become all-consuming under the influence of powerful emotions, 
particularly fear, and in need of satisfaction. On the other hand, as 
Barbalet demonstrates in his research on this emotion, fear is a 
“prospect-based emotion”,21 that is the one which heightens the 
individuals’ expectation of an unpleasant event.  

Under the influence of fear, as Elster argues, people are 
normally induced to act sooner rather than later.22 These actions can 
be of two kinds. Since fear is a visceral emotion, that is, it occurs in 

 
15 J. Jasper, ‘The Emotions of Protest: Affective and Reactive Emotions in and 
Around Social Movements’, in Sociological Forum, Vol. 13, No. 3 (1998), pp. 397-424: 
409.  
16 Snow et al., ‘Disrupting the “Quotidian”’, p.5; Barbalet, Emotion, Social Theory, 
and Social Structure, p. 168.  
17 Snow et al., ‘Disrupting the “Quotidian”’, p.7.  
18 Petersen, Understanding Ethnic Violence; Petersen, Western Intervention.  
19 J. Elster, Explaining Social Behaviour: More Nuts and Bolts for the Social Sciences 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 156. 
20 Petersen, Western Intervention, p. 3.  
21 Barbalet, Emotion, Social Theory, and Social Structure, p. 55.  
22 Elster, Explaining Social Behaviour, p. 149.  
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response to the perceived threat emanating from others, the response 
of the person experiencing the emotion is ‘fight or flight’.23  Petersen 
describes the fight reaction as follows: “when the perception of danger 
comes from the belief in the other’s power and one retains an ability 
to respond, the action tendency will be to fight”.24 By contrast, other 
scholars highlight that the emotions of fear make people more risk-
averse.25 The action tendency of fear, in this interpretation, is the urge 
to separate oneself from aversive events and preserve the self. In other 
words, under the influence of fear individuals are less likely to engage 
in risky behaviour and prioritise security.  

In what follows, I demonstrate empirically that the people in 
Donets’k experienced a whole panoply of different, often overlapping, 
emotions, such as mistrust and indignation, anger, resentment at 
perceived injustice, and the emotion of fear. These emotions 
developed as a reaction to the violent events and sudden change of 
government in Kyiv from late January to late February 2014. I 
demonstrate that the emotion of fear predominated and led the people 
of Donets’k to take risks and arm themselves, that is their response to 
the events was to ‘fight’ rather than ‘flight’. 
 

Case Selection and Methods  
 
The conflict between the Ukrainian government and Russia-backed 
separatist republics of Donets’k and Luhans’k26 in the east of Ukraine 
(known as ‘the Donbas’ or ‘Donbass’ in Russian) has been raging since 
2014. It started locally, when numerous anti-government protests in 
the Donbas were sparked by the radical changes of government in 
Kyiv in February 2014. In April 2014, the protests morphed into an 
insurgency, with the help of Russian military reserve officers, military 
intelligence operatives, and various non-state actors.27 In response, the 
Ukrainian government launched several offensives, some of which 

 
23 Frijda, The Emotions, p. 72.  
24 Petersen, Western Intervention, p. 38.  
25 J. Lerner & D. Keltner, ‘Fear, Anger and Risk’, in Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, Vol. 81, No. 1 (2001), pp. 146-159.  
26 The Ukrainian spelling is used in line with the established academic practice.  
27 N.Mitrokhin, ‘Infiltration, Instruktion, Invasion. Russlands Krieg in der 
Ukraine’, in Osteuropa, No. 8 (2014), pp. 3–16; ‘Den Auslöser zum Krieg habe ich 
gedrückt’, in Suddeutsche Zeitung, 21 November 2014, online at 
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/russischer-geheimdienstler-zur-
ostukraine-den-ausloeser-zum-krieg-habe-ich-gedrueckt-1.2231494. Unless 
otherwise noted at point of citation, all URLs cited in this article were accessible on 
12 May 2020.) 
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were successful, but, later, it was repeatedly repulsed by the separatist 
and Russian state forces.28 Since 2015, the ‘contact line’, that is the 
border between the government-controlled and separatist-controlled 
territories has ‘calcified’,29 in that no side has been making any 
significant territorial gains. The Ukrainian and separatist forces 
continue attacking each other’s positions; each side reports failed 
ceasefires almost every day.30 The conflict has claimed over 10,000 
lives,31 and currently, there is no conflict resolution plan on which all 
parties would agree.32 

I bound this case study to Donets’k region and to the period 
before 1 March 2014. There are several reasons for this. Donets’k was 
the first city in the Donbas where a major pro-Russian protest took 
place on 1 March 2014, with around ten thousand people gathering on 
Lenin Square between 1 and 6 March.33 It was also the first city in the 
Donbas where pro-Russian protesters seized a government building, 
managed to stay there for nearly a day, and elected a people’s 
governor, Pavel Gubarev, on 1 March.34 After this, pro-Russian 
contention diffused very quickly in Donets’k region.35 It was in the 
town of Slov’’ians’k in Donets’k region where important government 
buildings were seized by the local separatists and Russian non-state 
actors on 12 April, making way for the first military action by the state 
from 13 April 2014.36 It is, therefore, significant to account for the 
period before the first major pro-Russian rally on 1 March.  

 
28 J. Driscoll, ‘Ukraine’s Civil War: Would Accepting this Terminology help resolve 
the Conflict?’, Policy Memo 572, in Ponars Eurasia, February 2019, online at 
http://www.ponarseurasia.org/node/10146.  
29 Ibid.  
30Ibid; ‘VSU otkryli pritsel’nyii ogon’ po zhilym domam pod Donetskom’, in 
Rusvesna, 3 February 2020, online at https://rusvesna.su/news/1580724614; 
https://vk.com/strelkov_info; http://archive.is/WZO1L.  
31 ‘RFE/RL: UN says nearly 10,000 People killed in Eastern Ukraine Conflict since 
2014’, in KyivPost, 15 March 2017, online at https://www.kyivpost.com/ukraine-
politics/rferl-un-says-nearly-10000-people-killed-eastern-ukraine-conflict-since-
2014.html. 
32 D. Platonova, ‘Peacekeepers in the Donbas: Pro et Contra’, in Strife Blog, 30 May 
2019, online at http://www.strifeblog.org/2019/05/30/peacekeepers-in-the-
donbas-pro-et-contra/.  
33 ‘Pro-Russian Rallies in Southeast Ukraine call for Secession’, in BBC Monitoring 
Newsfile, 1 March 2014. Accessed via Factiva database.  
34 Ibid.  
35 See the prolific reports by BBC Monitoring Newsfile throughout spring 2014.  
36 ‘Ukraine turns to Force to oust pro-Russian Gunmen’, in Agence France Presse, 13 
April 2014. Accessed via Factiva database. 
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The key actors in this story are Pavel Gubarev, his ‘Donbas’ 
People’s Militia’,37 which emerged spontaneously on the spur of the 
pro-Russian sentiments in Donets’k; Kharkiv-based ‘Oplot’, whose 
activists began arriving to Donets’k after Yanukovych fled; and the 
Communist Party of Ukraine, who organised regular anti-government 
meetings. All three were key in galvanising and capitalising upon 
various popular emotions. Gubarev was elected people’s governor on 
1 March, and there is some indirect evidence that he provided some 
support to Igor Strelkov’s group early on.38  

To gauge these popular emotions, I have used newspaper 
reports and videos, but also Gubarev’s live page on the social media 
platform ‘Vkontakte’. Social media presents a new platform for the 
expression of political views and beliefs. It also allows activists to 
disseminate information about protests.39 Overall, social media has 
some distinct advantages, if used with caution. It can cover local 
events which are not covered either in the local, national, or 
international press, such as activists’ meetings and the local people’s 
actions. Second, it has the potential to replace extensive interviews on 
the ground as a source of information about beliefs, expectations, and 
some actions in real time. These remain valid because they were 
expressed at the time of the events in question, without the influence 
of hindsight, memory loss, or researcher impact, which post hoc face-
to-face interviews are always hampered with, unless, of course, it has 
been determined with sufficient evidence that the user’s or 
interlocutor’s account is fake or the user did not post the comment in 
the first place (triangulation with interviews can help in this case). 
Thirdly, the Internet itself is a decentralised space, in contrast to 
newspapers, and there is little chance for the ‘editorial bias’ unless 
there are moderators who systematically remove offensive, 
excessively controversial, or “off-topic” content. Such practices are 
(fortunately or unfortunately) absent from the social media platforms 
I have used for this paper. In relation to the Donbas conflict, Vkontakte 
has been popular with pro-Russian movements, such as Donets’k 
People’s Republic, Donbas’ People’s Militia, Anti-Maidan and their 

 
37 Narodonoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 2019, in Vkontakte, [group page], Accessed on 
20 February 2020, https://vk.com/polkdonbassa; http://archive.is/Uix3n.  
38 Narodonoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 27 February 2014, in Vkontakte, [group page], 
Accessed on 20 February 2020, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?offset=47380&own=1&w=wall-67059574_328; http://archive.is/NQPP3.  
39 P. Gerbaudo, Tweets and the Streets: Social Media and Contemporary Activism (Pluto 
Press, 2012).  
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various local versions.40 Such groups were created on Vkontakte to 
recruit people into the protest movements, to help military volunteers 
enter Ukraine,41 and to send humanitarian aid to the Donbas once the 
Ukrainian government launched the Anti-Terrorist Operation in mid-
April 2014. 
 

Emotions of Mistrust and Indignation 
 

Following the radical changes of government in Kyiv, when 
Yanukovych suddenly left Kyiv on the night of 21 February, a member 
of rival party Bat’kivshchina, Oleksandr Turchynov, assumed power 
as interim president, and a new cabinet was announced on 27 
February, the people of Donets’k began experiencing intense emotions 
of mistrust and indignation towards the new government. To use the 
terminology developed by Frijda, many people in Donets’k attempted 
to “establish a relationship” with the new environment through the 
emotion of mistrust.42 Here I demonstrate how they did so both online 
and offline.  

During this  first phase of the pro-Russian protest movement in 
Donets’k, almost all ‘directive’ posts and comments (that is, posts 
telling what had to be done) on Pavel Gubarev’s Narodnoe Opolchenie 
Vkontakte page included some discussion of the illegitimacy of the 
Ukrainian Parliament; many were capitalised to emphasise the 
commentator’s anger and indignation at the new government.43 Some 
commentators experienced very strong emotions: one commentator 
conveyed his strong emotions about the new government in a post in 
which he said that he was ‘crying’ and at some point, ‘thought about 

 
40 In fact, I created a (very) long list of these. Most of them have been taken offline 
now.  
41 Gubarev has been recruiting Russians into his movement via his Vk.com page. 
See Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 13 March 2014, in Vkontakte, [group page], 
Accessed on 20 February 2020, https://vk.com/topic-67059574_29521374 ; 
http://archive.is/f2H5D.  
42 Frijda, The Emotions, p. 71.  
43 Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 27 February 2014, 11:58, in Vkontakte, [group 
page], Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?day=01032014&offset=40&w=wall-67059574_427; 
http://archive.is/eX175; Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 27 February 2014, 5:13, 
in Vkontakte, [group page], Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?day=01032014&offset=40&w=wall-67059574_337; 
http://archive.is/wHhjS; Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 27 February 2014, 9:37, 
in Vkontakte, [group page], Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?day=01032014&offset=20&w=wall-67059574_388; 
http://archive.is/QvQw3.  
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committing suicide’44 when watching the Narodnoe Veche (People’s 
Council) on the Maidan in Kyiv on 26 February (the Veche 
recommended ministers for the new cabinet). He strongly appealed to 
action and urged people to stop being indifferent.45 I attempted to 
interview this individual who did not deny making these comments, 
which means he was local to Donets’k, but he also said he was not 
politically active at the time. This means that he engaged with the new 
environment in a very emotional way but this did not lead to any 
offline political actions on his part. Similarly, during the meeting on 
23 February organised by the Russian Bloc and the Communist Party 
of Ukraine in Donets’k, some people interviewed by journalists 
stressed their indignation at the fact that there were no representatives 
of the Party of Regions (the party that the people of the Donbas 
consistently and overwhelmingly voted for in the previous decade) in 
the new government, and expressed dismay at being deserted by the 
party.46 

These emotions of mistrust and indignation had some 
grounding in the physical reality. The new environment created by the 
Maidan47 was actively shaping the people’s responses. For example, 
the people of Donets’k became concerned about the new 
government’s strong pledge to the International Monetary Fund and 
the alleged impact of the Maidan on wages. Some complained of wage 
arrears, thinking that these arrears were caused by the Maidan. One 
woman, for example, stated on Gubarev’s Vkontakte page that her life 
was much better before the Maidan and that now she had not been 
receiving her wages.48 Similarly, in an interview to an English-
language newspaper, Serhiy Chernykh, deputy chief editor of the 
newspaper ‘Donbass’, described how, due to the lengthy domestic 
political conflict, the economic situation in Ukraine deteriorated. The 
result of this were layoffs of employees at important industrial 

 
44 Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 27 February 2014, 12:32, in Vkontakte, [group 
page], Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?offset=47280&own=1&w=wall-67059574_248; http://archive.is/rjIZG. 
45 Ibid.   
46 Z3XC5, Miting v Donetske 23 Fevralia 2014. Chto na samom dele dumaiut zhiteli 
Donetska, 23 February 2014, in Youtube, 1:22:13, Accessed on 20 February 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2aklurujd9A. 
47 The wide-scale protest movement in Kyiv that demanded President Yanukovych 
to sign the Association Agreement with the EU and effectively led to his ouster.  
48 Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 25 February 2014, in Vkontakte, [group page], 
Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?day=01032014&offset=60&w=wall-67059574_21; 
http://archive.is/7kUvM.  
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enterprises and delays in the payments of pensions. “People are 
frightened by the Maidan”, he said.49  

The pro-Russian activists in Donets’k seized the opportunity to 
capitalise upon these popular emotions. Both online and offline, they 
sought to galvanise both mistrust and indignation to make the local 
people attend their meetings and rally under their slogans. To use the 
terminology developed in the theoretical literature on emotions and 
conflict, some activists engaged in “emotion-congruent information-
seeking”,50 that is, looking for and presenting information that 
confirmed and even amplified the local people’s emotions of mistrust 
and indignation at the new government. To illustrate, on 24 February, 
Pavel Gubarev posted a picture of Iryna Farion,51 a Ukrainian 
nationalist writer and political activist, claiming that she had been 
appointed a new minister of education, when, in fact, the new 
government was announced three days later and the post went to 
Sehiy Kvyt, the rector of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy.52 This 
misinformation was circulated widely on the Internet, with some 
Livejournal users claiming Farion to be the minister.53 This invited 
voluminous comments on the social media pages and blogs. For his 
part, Gubarev retained this mistaken belief well into the first phase of 
pro-Russian mobilisation: he claimed that Farion was appointed the 
minister of education on 3 March when he was standing outside 
Donets’k city administration building with his supporters. People 
were reassuring him that the minister was in fact Kvyt.54 It is unclear 
whether Gubarev deliberately misled his followers at that stage or 
whether he engaged in emotion-congruent information-seeking, that 
is seeking information that confirmed his cognitive understanding of 
the situation and his emotional engagement with it.  

 
49 ‘Atmosphere in Ukraine's eastern provinces seen calm - Russian daily’, in BBC 
Monitoring Former Soviet Union, 22 February 2014. Accessed via Factiva database.  
50 Petersen, Western Intervention, p. 27.  
51 Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 25 February 2014, 2:23, in Vkontakte, [group 
page], Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?day=01032014&offset=60&w=wall-67059574_7%2Fall; 
http://archive.is/xprM7.  
52 ‘Who’s Who in Ukraine’s “Kamikaze” Cabinet’, in Radio Free Europe Documents 
and Publications, 27 February 2014. Accessed via Factiva database.  
53 Nikitatimka, Marsh Osvobozhdeniia, 26 February 2014, in LiveJournal, [blog 
page], Accessed on 20 February 2020, 
http://nikitatimka.livejournal.com/2014/02/26; http://archive.is/C3XIz.  
54 Pauluskp, Gubarev v 2014 godu, Donetsk, 1 January 2019, in Youtube, 5:01, 
Accessed on 20 February 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xsm6tJxepAw  
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Fear of Further Violence and the ‘Banderovtsy’ 

 
In late February 2014, the people of Donets’k faced a two-

pronged challenge causing fear. First, the government in Kyiv 
collapsed and was replaced by a new one. As Petersen writes on the 
emotion of fear caused by radical changes of government, “structural 
changes such as the collapse or weakening of the political center 
eliminate institutional constraints and guarantees to produce a 
situation characterized as anarchy or emerging anarchy. Under these 
conditions, Fear heightens the desire for security”.55 Second, from late 
January to late February, Kyiv witnessed an unprecedented levels of 
street violence against both the Maidan protestors and the riot police. 
Radical nationalist groups such as the Right Sector were instrumental 
in this wave of violence. This presented unique problems for the 
people of Donets’k in that they came to fear the Right Sector and other 
radical groups, whom they designated ‘Banderovtsy’ (followers of the 
Ukrainian nationalist Stepan Bandera), obsessively. As Petersen 
writes in the context of the Yugoslav wars, political violence is likely 
to lead to intense experiences that disrupt normal life: “violence 
transforms and heightens specific preferences, in particular the desire 
for flight, retaliation, and vengeance”.56 As a result, if influenced by 
fear, individuals may come to obsess about the chances of a 
catastrophe. In such situations, individuals may concentrate only on 
information that stresses danger and ignore information about the 
lack of threat. As Elster shows, “we easily believe what we fear 
[emphasis in original] ”57 in that, in addition to the fact that we 
naturally tend to give excessive importance to low-probability risks, 
feelings of visceral fear may also cause us to believe that dangers are 
greater than they actually are.  

Evidence shows that one of the other most common refrains 
during the pro-Russian meetings offline and on the social media pages 
was indeed the threat that the ‘Banderovsty’ presented to the people 
in Donets’k. Speakers at a pro-Russian meeting on 22 February 
stressed the need to defend “our families, wives and households”58 
against the supporters of the Euromaidan and the radicals of the Right 

 
55 Petersen, Understanding Ethnic Conflicts, p. 25.  
56 Petersen, Western Intervention, p. 14.  
57 Elster, Explaining Social Behaviour, p. 156.  
58 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=odzC84iFY6c. Video unavailable.  
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Sector, in particular.59 People became highly wary of giving their 
personal details on social media because they feared for the well-being 
of their families. One woman, for example, when asked to give her 
details, said that she feared for the well-being of her child.60  

In addition, people seem to have experienced a strong moral 
shock at the violence perpetrated against the special government force 
Berkut, tasked with the dispersal of protesters during the Euromaidan 
in Kyiv. This loomed large on the locals’ minds. As Petersen writes, 
“people strongly react when members of their groups are killed”.61 On 
22 February, 13 wounded police officers of Berkut were brought to 
Donets’k, where they were met with applause and cheering crowds.62 
As one report states, all of these officers sustained gunshot wounds. 
The doctor receiving the officers confessed that the traumas sustained 
would result in many of the officers not being able to serve in the 
Ministry of the Interior, and disability for others.63  Some people took 
to social media to discuss the violence against Berkut. The pro-Berkut 
discussions were particularly graphic. Strong words such as “radical” 
and “extremist” proliferated, while Berkut officers were portrayed as 
completely helpless in the face of armed Euromaidan activists.64 This 
further exacerbated the sense of helplessness and uncertainty in the 
face of perceived danger coming from the Maidan. 

The pro-Russian activists sought to capitalise upon the emotion 
of fear at their meetings by using strong rhetoric and direct appeals to 
fear. As Petersen writes in the more instrumental vein, “fear levels can 

 
59 The Right Sector activists were instrumental in escalating violence in Kyiv in late 
February 2014. See V. Ishchenko, ‘Ukraine Protests are no longer just about 
Europe’, in The Guardian, 22 January 2014, online at 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/22/ukraine-protests-
europe-far-right-violence.  
60 Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 25 February 2014, in Vkontakte, [group page], 
Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?offset=47280&own=1&w=wall-67059574_21; http://archive.is/OmZzt.  
61 Petersen, Western Intervention, p. 11 
62 Nikitatimka, Liudi vstrechaiut Berkut, 24 February 2014, in LiveJournal, [blog 
page], Accessed on 20 February 2020, 
http://nikitatimka.livejournal.com/2014/02/24/; http://archive.is/gPzWy.  
63 ‘Bitter Regional Riot Police Wounded in Kiev Flown Back Home to Convalesce – 
TV’, in BBC Monitoring Ukraine & Baltics, 22 February 2014. Accessed via Factiva 
database.  
64 Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 25 February 2014, 9:37, in Vkontakte, [group 
page], Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?day=01032014&offset=20&w=wall-67059574_56; 
http://archive.is/Px8nN.  
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be manipulated by categorizing victims as in-group or out-group”.65 
Similarly, Kaufman shows how appeals that blame another group are 
apt to arouse people to action.66 During the meeting on 22 February 
organised by the Kharkiv-based anti-Maidan group ‘Oplot’ in 
Donets’k, the speakers voiced concerns about the imminent arrival of 
‘Banderovtsy’ to Donets’k.67 One of the speakers emphasised the 
extent of violence in Kyiv in graphic detail by claiming that his men 
were “shot at” as if in wartime,68 which was also echoed at the earlier 
meeting of the spontaneously mobilised “Eastern Front” on the Lenin 
Square.69 He repeatedly stressed that the Euromaidan activists wanted 
to come “to kills us” and that “we cannot negotiate with them”.70 The 
activist further accentuated the audience’s emotions of fear by saying 
that what was happening in Kyiv was so appalling that it could not be 
compared to Kosovo or Chechnya.71 These fears were echoed during 
the Communist Party’s meeting on 23 February, where the emphasis 
was put on the “specially prepared gangs of ‘Banderovtsy’ and 
fascists”, who had now overtaken the government and were vying to 
be included in the state security apparatus.72 In the end, the fact that 
there was no significant street violence in Donets’k until mid-March 
2014 testifies that the ‘Banderovtsy’ were a myth. Yet, one source 
stated that they were stopped at the border to Donets’k. It said that 
some of them came on foot or by car to the city and tried to storm the 
city library,73 but this was never confirmed in any newspaper reports 
or on any social media accounts I have read. Despite this, people 
continued to obsess about danger and proliferate rumours at meetings 

 
65 Petersen, Western Intervention, p. 83.  
66 Kaufman, Modern Hatreds, p. 29.  
67 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=odzC84iFY6c. Video unavailable.  
68 The Russian word “rasstreliany” carries connotations of shooting in wartime.   
69 ‘V Donetske neskol’ko chelovek otkryli “Vostochnyi Front” – video’, in Novosti 
Donbassa, 22 February 2014, online at http://novosti.dn.ua/news/201781-v-
donecke-neskolko-chelovek-otkryly-vostochnyy-front--vydeo. 
70 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=odzC84iFY6c Video unavailable.  
71 J. Hughes, Chechnya: from Nationalism to Jihad (Bristol: University Presses 
Marketing, 2007). 
72 Z3XC5, Miting v Donetske 23 Fevralia 2014. Chto na samom dele dumaiut zhiteli 
Donetska, 23 February 2014, on Youtube, 1:22:13, Accessed on 20 February 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2aklurujd9A. 
73 Haile Rastafari, Vrag u vorot, 30 January 2014, in LiveJournal, [blog page], 
Accessed on 20 February 2020, http://haile-rastafari.livejournal.com/87171.html; 
http://archive.is/DUBZr;   Yadocent, Na yugo-vostoke sozdaiutsia otriady 
soprotivleniia-2, 6 February 2014, in LiveJournal, [blog page], Accessed on 20 
February 2020, https://yadocent.livejournal.com/525094.html; 
http://archive.is/6ncmw.  
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and on social media. These had an effect on spontaneous armed 
mobilisation which I discuss below.  
 

Emotion of Resentment at Perceived Injustice 
 

As Petersen shows in his work on the conflicts in Yugoslavia, 
resentment results when status hierarchies are rearranged, that is 
when one group finds itself in a subordinate position to another 
group, which it perceives as unwarranted and unjust.74 Status 
rearrangement was strongly experienced by people during pro-
Russian meetings in Donets’k. According to one injustice frame, the 
people of the Donbas had been seen as “subhuman” by their 
compatriots in western and central Ukraine. During the meeting of the 
Communist Party in Donets’k on 23 February, two women described 
themselves as “the same people of Ukraine” and yet, “we are 
subhuman for them”.75 During the same meeting, people complained 
of being labelled “provocateurs” by the central government. A man 
stated: “if you have a different point of view, you are likely to be called 
a titushka (young athletic men hired by the local elites to disperse 
protests) or a provocateur”.76 A woman writing on Gubarev’s page on 
27 February described her feelings: 

I am troubled to the depths of my soul by the fact that these 86 
people were almost sanctified [reference to ‘Nebesna Sotnia’ 
(Heavenly Hundred), those killed during the Euromaidan protests]. 
At the same time, around 20 February, ten people were killed at one of 
the mines in Donets’k. Eight of them were 19 – 22 years old. In 2004, 
106 people were killed at the Zasyadko mine, but nobody has 
sanctified them or wrote poems and songs about them. The state is not 
paying millions to their families in compensation.77 

 

 
74 Petersen, Western Intervention; Petersen, Understanding Ethnic Conflict.  
75 Z3XC5, Miting v Donetske 23 Fevralia 2014. Chto na samom dele dumaiut zhiteli 
Donetska, 23 February 2014, in Youtube, 1:22:13, Accessed on 20 February 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2aklurujd9A.  
76 Ibid.  
77 Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 25 February 2014, 3:26, in Vkontakte, [group 
page], Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?q=%D0%9C%D0%B5%D0%BD%D1%8F%20%D0%B4%D0%BE%20%D0
%B3%D0%BB%D1%83%D0%B1%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%8B%20%D0%B4%D1%83
%D1%88%D0%B8%20%D0%B2%D0%BE%D0%B7%D0%BC%D1%83%D1%89%D0
%B0%D0%B5%D1%82%20%D1%87%D1%82%D0%BE%20%D1%8D%D1%82%D0
%B8%D1%85%2086%20&w=wall-67059574_21_r139; http://archive.is/sg5A5.  
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Other injustice frames were galvanised upon by Gubarev in his 
prolific posts on Vkontakte. These injustice frames revolved around 
the issue of “separatism” in the south-east of Ukraine. For example, on 
24 February, following the unrest in Crimea, Gubarev posted a 
picture78 showing, on one side, a peaceful demonstration in 
Sevastopol, with orderly proceedings and cheery, colourful crowds, 
and, on the other, a violent demonstration in Kyiv, with charred 
buildings and disarray on the streets. The caption to the picture reads 
“the double standards: Sevastopol: aggressive separatists; Kyiv: 
peaceful protesters”.79 The picture evoked the fact that, following the 
pro-Russian unrest in Crimea, the locals of the peninsula were 
immediately labelled “separatist” and threatened with punishment by 
the new government. A woman writing in response to another post on 
27 February stated in a similar vein: “Marina, I have just watched the 
news. I’m having a fit. Those who have seized the buildings in Crimea 
and put out Russian flags have been labelled “terrorists”. Those who 
have not yet left the buildings in Kyiv are still “peaceful protesters””.80 
These injustice frames continued to proliferate, yet they were not 
responsible for the spontaneous armed mobilisation.  
 

Effects of Emotions on the Movement Organisation 
 
As the broader literature on emotions demonstrates, emotions can 
heighten the salience of a particular concern and create an urgency to 
act on a particular desire. As Elster writes, “urgent emotions are often 
triggered in situations in which the cost of waiting is high, that is, in 
the face of acute physical danger. In such cases, acting quickly without 
pausing to find out more is of the essence.”81 Sociologists observe that 
under the influence of strong emotions such as fear people stop 
collecting information which disconfirms their beliefs and obsess 
about the dangers of a catastrophe. As a result, they are likely to fight 
or flight in the face of fear. I demonstrate in this section that, contrary 
to the more widespread claims in the neuroscience research that 
demonstrate risk-aversive effects of fear, the people in Donets’k were 

 
78 Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 25 February 2014, in Vkontakte, [group page], 
Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?day=01032014&offset=60&z=photo-67059574_321767804%2Falbum-
67059574_00%2Frev; http://archive.is/SElWM.  
79 Ibid. 
80 Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 27 February 2014, in Vkontakte, [group page], 
Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?offset=47260&own=1&w=wall-67059574_337; http://archive.is/NSfLi.  
81 Elster, Explaining Social Behaviour, p. 150.  
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spurred to action by the strong emotion of fear and began to form self-
defence units to counter the perceived threats.  

The fear of the alleged arrival of radical groups such as the 
Right Sector from Kyiv fragmented the spontaneously organised 
movements in Donets’k, such as Gubarev’s Narodnoe Opolchenie, 
and led to the emergence of small armed groups, even before the 
government launched a repressive attack on Slov’’ians’k on 13 April 
2014. In this sense, the people of Donets’k experienced fear as 
predicted by Barbalet, a “prospect-based emotion … is a displeasure 
about the prospect of an undesirable event”.82 This was confirmed to 
me in an interview with Enrike Menendez, a politically active local of 
Donets’k, who stated that “nobody knew if Russia would intervene, 
therefore, they began arming themselves … There were 37 armed 
groups by mid-March”. Menendez also said that some enterprise 
directors formed self-defence units.83 There is further evidence that, 
galvanised by the fear of violence, people began arming themselves. 
During the Communist Party meeting on 23 February, a man from the 
“Donbas defence unit” in Abakumovo proposed full military 
mobilisation, indicating that his unit might have possessed arms.84 
The chief of Donets’k police Mykola Kryuchenko claimed that due to 
the proliferation of rumours about the alleged arrival of extremists to 
Donets’k, some people began forming groups who “by using force 
and anything at hand [homemade weapons or household items] 
wanted to defend their lives and property”.85 He further stated that 
the police received daily information that there were unregistered 
groups of people gathering in the city each day.86 Donets’k city mayor 
Luk’yanchenko claimed that he received calls for protection from 
various people daily.87 In addition, the recruitment to self-defence 

 
82 Barbalet, Emotion, Social Theory, and Social Structure, p. 155.  
83 Interview with Enrike Menendez, online via Skype, 16 June 2019.    
84 Z3XC5, Miting v Donetske 23 Fevralia 2014. Chto na samom dele dumaiut zhiteli 
Donetska, 23 February 2014, in Youtube, 1:22:13, Accessed on 20 February 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2aklurujd9A.  
85 ‘V Donetske ekstremistov net. Sekretariu gorsoveta pokazalos’?’, in Novosti 
Donbassa, 25 February 2014, online at https://novosti.dn.ua/news/201960-v-
donecke-ehkstremystov-net-sekretaryu-gorsoveta-pokazalos.  
86 Peter_Slyadek, various, 23 February 2014, in LiveJournal, [blog page], Accessed 
on 20 February 2020, http://peter-slyadek.livejournal.com/2014/02/23/; 
http://archive.is/hOH03/  
87 ‘Mer Donetska nazval provokatsiiami prizyvy k gorozhanam vziat’sia za 
oruzhie’, in Novosti Donbassa, 26 February 2014, online at 
http://novosti.dn.ua/news/202041-mehr-donecka-nazval-provokacyyam-
pryzyvy-k-gorozhanam-vzyatsya-za-oruzhye.  
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units was advertised on various LiveJournal pages.88 There was a 
recruitment into armed units in Slov’’ians’k.89 Gubarev’s Narodnoe 
Opolchenie probably possessed arms. In his memoir Fakel Novorossii 
(The Beacon of Novorossiia), for example, Gubarev states that he used 
the money from his firm’s account to buy arms.90 In a post on his 
Vkontakte page, he claimed to have received information about 
people who were “arming themselves en masse”.91 In an interview to 
Lenta.ru, he claimed to have a shaky command of disparate armed 
self-defence units.92 On 5 March in an interview, he said that his 
followers were armed.93  

This presented problems for both movement coordination and 
for the state. The state was yet to engage in any violent repressive 
action against the pro-Russian protestors, but the people were already 
anticipating such violent action, which is congruent with my 
discussion of mistrust, fear and injustice frames above. Many appeals 
to unity and organisation were voiced both at the meetings and on 
social media platforms. Yet the evidence shows that these first 
meetings were characterised by disorder and disorganisation, which 
was something that continued into the early March and even beyond. 
The very fact that pro-Russian organisers and sympathisers had to put 
so much stress on unity demonstrates that right from the start 

 
88 Aleksei Lotov, Otriad Samooborony protiv Maidana, 25 February 2014, in 
LiveJournal, [blog page], Accessed on 20 February 2020, 
http://alexlotov.livejournal.com/581239.html;  http://archive.is/u4z5I;  
Antimaidan Donetsk, 2020, in Vkontakte, [group page], Accessed on 20 February 
2020, https://vk.com/club65054850; http://archive.is/8gvD5; Aloban75, 
Informatsiia dlia tekh, kto zhelaet zapisat’sia v narodnye druzhyny dlia zashchity 
goroda ot banderovtsev, 27 February 2014, in LiveJournal, [blog page], Accessed on 
20 February 2020, http://aloban75.livejournal.com/595222.html; 
http://archive.is/7XMzJ.  
89 Slavianskaia Samooborona, 2 March 2014, in Vkontakte, [group page], Accessed 
on 20 February 2020, https://vk.com/wall-67349914?own=1; 
http://archive.is/yGBtm; Slaviansk – Novorossiia, 27 February 2014, in Vkontakte, 
[group page], Accessed on 20 February 2020, https://vk.com/wall-
65540286?day=28022014&q=%D0%A1%D0%BB%D0%B0%D0%B2%D1%8F%D0%B
D%D1%81%D0%BA%20; http://archive.is/j5ljE. 
90 P. Gubarev, Fakel Novorosii (Moscow: Piter, 2016), p. 85.  
91 Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 27 February 2014, 5:09, in Vkontakte, [group 
page], Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?offset=47260&own=1&w=wall-67059574_332; http://archive.is/Y4dmU.  
92 “Moia populiarnost’ – eto ikh glupost”, in Lenta.ru, 5 March 2014, online at 
https://lenta.ru/articles/2014/03/05/gubarev/.  
93 ‘“Narodnyi gubernator” Donetska priznal, chto ego boitsy vooruzheny’, in 
Ukrayinska Pravda, 5 March 2014, online at 
https://www.pravda.com.ua/rus/news/2014/03/5/7017664/.  
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mobilisation was hard to control. The appeals to unity were a common 
refrain both at the meetings and on social media platforms. Gubarev, 
for example, invited participants to come to the meeting on the Lenin 
Square on 26 February “to introduce each other and to feel unity”. He 
later claimed that his supporters were very inexperienced in 
organising movements.94 Gubarev then repeatedly asked any activists 
and sympathisers to “listen only to me”. Such appeals to unity were 
also voiced by Zhilin’s supporters on 22 February and during 23 
February meeting convened by the Communist Party, discussed 
earlier in this article.  

 
Conclusion  

 
The literature on emotions and violence alerts us to the 

importance of emotions in causing and protracting conflicts. Scholars, 
such as Roger Petersen and Wendy Pearlman, have charted the role of 
various emotions in conflicts ranging from those in the Balkans to 
those in Palestine. This literature suggests pathways to violence that 
develop through the emotions of anger, resentment and fear. The 
emotion of fear, in particular, arises when there is a sudden disruption 
of the normal life, a “moral shock” and an existential threat to the 
communities. Fear affects how people collect information about the 
environment and the actions they undertake. Research shows that 
fearful people privilege information about danger. As an urgent 
emotion, fear also spurs people to immediate action, such as flight or 
fight. Focusing on the pre-war period in Donets’k, I have 
demonstrated empirically that street violence from late January to late 
February 2014 and the radical change of government in Kyiv 
produced the emotions of mistrust and indignation, fear, and 
resentment based on injustice frames in Donets’k. People expressed 
these emotions both offline at anti-government meetings and online 
on social media. Some of these emotions had a solid basis in reality, 
whilst others, provoked by the Right Sector and ‘Banderovtsy’, were 
not. I have therefore situated my arguments within the larger 
arguments about emotions made by Roger Petersen and Jon Elster. In 
an instrumental vein and consistent with the observations made by 
Stuart Kaufman and Roger Petersen, these emotions were encouraged 
and capitalised upon by various broadly pro-Russian activists to rally 
the local people under their slogans. Mistrust, indignation and 

 
94 Narodnoe Opolchenie Donbassa, 26 February 2014, in Vkontakte, [group page], 
Accessed on 20 February 2014, https://vk.com/wall-
67059574?offset=47280&own=1&w=wall-67059574_127; http://archive.is/m0fBq.  
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resentment, however, did not lead people to arm themselves. I have 
demonstrated that the emotion of fear predominated and led the 
people of Donets’k to take risks and arm themselves, that is their 
response to the events was to ‘fight’ rather than ‘flight’. It also caused 
movements to fragment, and activists began losing control of the 
forces that they unleashed.  
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Abstract 

 
Between the First and Second World Wars, the Soviet Red Fleet is 

traditionally analysed through the use of a linear historiographical 
framework in the form of three phases: the Reconstruction phase (1919–
1925), the Consolidation phase (1925–1932), and the Big High-Sea Fleet or 
Ocean-Going Fleet phase (1935–1940). Each phase is distinguished by 
their own respective strategic thoughts and objectives. This essay 
challenges this linear historiographical framework by analysing five 
tensions located at various command levels inside the stratum of the 
Soviet naval and political leaderships. These five tensions centred on 
profound philosophical differences that rarely arrived at finite, 
conclusive ends with the result that the traditional linear 
historiographical framework for the Soviet Red Fleet must be rewritten 
to reflect a non-linear narrative. 
 
Keywords: Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, Soviet Red Fleet, Soviet 
Naval History, Interwar Period, Vladimir Lenin, Leon Trotsky, Michael 
Frunze, Joseph Stalin, Soviet School. 
 

Introduction 
 
 Under the military failures of the First World War and the weight 
of the October Revolution, the newly christened The Workers and 
Peasants Red Fleet of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) was 
desperately in need of an fresh start.1 Over the subsequent decades, the 
Soviet Red Fleet would be rebuilt, eventually becoming worthy of its 
superpower status; however, its size, structure, and doctrine 
spasmodically reformulated during the interwar period. The traditional 
narrative is that during the interwar period the Soviet Red Fleet went 

 
1 Jurgen Rohwer, “Russian and Soviet Naval Strategy,” in Soviet Sea Power in Northern 
Waters, by John Skogan and Arne Brundtland, eds. (London: Pinter Publishers Limited, 
1990), 6. 
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through three phases: The Reconstruction phase (1919–1925), the 
Consolidation phase (1925–1932), and the Big High-Sea Fleet or Ocean-
Going Fleet phase (1935–1940). Each phase is distinguished by their own 
respective domestic situations, strategic objectives, doctrinal debates, and 
force sizes. This essay challenges this linear historiographical framework 
by analysing five tensions located at various command levels inside the 
stratum of the Soviet naval and political leaderships. These five tensions 
centred on profound philosophical, ideological, doctrinal and strategic 
differences that rarely arrived at finite, conclusive ends. These tensions 
demand that the traditional linear historiographical framework for the 
Soviet Red Fleet must be rewritten to reflect a non-linear narrative. 
 

First Tension: Lenin versus Trotsky 
  

In a description of the Soviet Red Fleet following the First World 
War, the People’s Commissar for Military and Naval Affairs, Michael 
Frunze, advanced a profoundly bleak review: “In sum … we had no 
fleet.”2 Without any protection against external, belligerent forces, and 
amidst a civil war, it was a time of great trepidation and apprehension 
across the newly formed Soviet state. The famed historian Teddy Uldricks 
remarked that what “the Soviet leadership had feared most of all [was] 
the formation of a mighty coalition of imperialist powers linking London, 
Paris, Berlin, Washington, and perhaps also Tokyo, in a great crusade to 
crush the communist experiment in Russia.”3 This fear proved prophetic 
as the Western powers, still recovering from the devastation of Great War 
themselves, invaded contested territorial lands during the Russian Civil 
War with the hopes of assisting the White Russians against the ‘Red 
Devils’. In time, the Capitalist invaders were to retreat, all but 
guaranteeing the military success of the Soviet Communists and an end 
to the calamitous war.  
 As the war progressed, and the Soviet position became more 
secure, the leadership moved from military conqueror to political 
administrator. In an effort to rebuke secondary attempts by the Western 

 
2 Christopher Lovett, “The Russian/Soviet Navy, 1900–1945,” in The Military History of 
the Soviet Union, by Robert Higham and Frederick Kagan, eds. (New York: Macmillan, 
2010), 186. 
3 Teddy Uldricks, “Soviet Security Policy in the 1930’s,” in Soviet Foreign Policy, 1917–
1991: A Retrospective, by Gabriel Gorodetsky, eds. (London: Frank Cass, 1994), 71. 
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powers to intervene onto the still unconsolidated territory, a security 
strategy began to be formed. It is at this juncture where the first tension 
emerged. This first tension arises from the debate between the two most 
prominent figures in the revolutionary state: Vladimir Lenin and Leon 
Trotsky. Coming from vastly different premises regarding the future of 
the Soviet state, their conclusions diverged widely concerning two 
distinctions: the internal enemy, and maritime strategy and doctrine. 

Lenin possessed two enemies, one external and one internal. The 
external enemy was the largest empire the world had yet ever seen, the 
British Empire. He considered it the “linchpin of the Capitalist system 
and centre of all efforts to renew military intervention against the USSR.” 
At the grand strategic level, Lenin promulgated a ‘divide and survive 
attitude’ against this external enemy. Only by skilfully “keeping the 
imperialist states divided against themselves could [he] prevent a 
renewed anti-Soviet onslaught.” 4  The internal enemy was the Soviet 
naval forces. Lenin saw these forces as a cancerous cell that extended from 
this internationalised Capitalist system. The danger to the USSR was 
perceived so elevated that a proposal to scuttle the warships and disband 
the Service was ardently contemplated. This determination stood in stark 
contrast with Lenin’s own efforts in previous years to establish a separate, 
autonomous ‘Naval Commissariat’ within a unified Defence Ministry.5  

Much of the distain towards the Navy had been the result of the 
Kronshtadt Mutiny, the apogee of a political discontentment with the 
Petrograd Soviet associated with war communism. The mutineers from 
the port city of Kronshtadt had rejected multiple sets of economic and 
political policies pursued by the Bolsheviks during the Russian 
Civil War in response to the ideological demands of the new 
administrators. In a brave, albeit, ill-timed mutiny, the sailors, soldiers, 
and civilians of Kronshtadt repulsed two assault waves from Soviet 
forces under the orders of Mikhail Tukhachevsky (dubbed the ‘Red 
Napoleon’), Soviet Commander of the Seventh Army. By the end of the 
third assault wave though, the Red Army secured the bridgehead and 
captured those mutineers who had not fled to Finland.6 In response to the 
mutiny, Lenin enacted what would come to be known as the Purge of 

 
4 Ibid., 71 
5 Robert Herrick, Soviet Naval Strategy, Fifty Years of Theory and Practice (Annapolis, MD: 
U.S. Naval Institute, 1968), 3. 
6 Lovett, “The Russian/Soviet Navy,” 186. 
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1921. Fifteen thousand personnel would be cleansed from the Navy, 
adversely affecting naval developments for many years. 7  The Soviet 
Navy Commissar V. I. Zof commented the following year that the 
“[Soviet] fleet is like … a cow that is milked, milked but never fed,” while 
the later American Sovietologist, Robert Herrick, suggested more bleakly 
that the “Russian fleet was at the lowest level in [its] history”8 after these 
events. 

In this period, Lenin furthermore extended his anti-capitalist 
strategic narrative into the realm of maritime strategy. The narrative was 
directed towards repudiating Admiral Alfred P. Mahan’s ‘Command of 
the Sea’ concept. More than anything else, Lenin “denounced [Mahan’s 
thesis] as inherently capitalist and entirely unacceptable to the new 
communist states” considering that the concept focused on the protection 
of trade and imperialism.9 These two events combined left Lenin utterly 
convinced there did not remain any “great strategic” tasks left for the 
Soviet Red Fleet.10 

While Trotsky and Lenin shared similar views as to the external 
enemies of the USSR, Trotsky espoused a drastically different viewpoint 
as to the internal enemy. During his tenure as the People’s Commissar of 
Military and Naval Affairs between 1918 and 1925, Trotsky intervened 
assiduously against Lenin’s intentions to scuttle or reform the Navy en 
masse. This achievement is commonly overlooked by his cantankerous 
detractors. In a first successful intervention, prior to the implementation 
of the Purge of 1921, Trotsky was able to safeguard influential maritime 
and naval strategists of the former Imperial Russian Navy.11  Some of 
these were to become prominent maritime and naval thinkers in the 
debates that ensued in the late-1920s and mid-1930s. In a less successful 
second attempt, Trotsky permitted only a limited number of “ordinary 
seamen,” many recruited from the Komsomol (Youth Organization), into 
the upper naval leadership echelon after the enactment of the Navy High 
Command Reforms at the behest of Lenin.12 

 
7 Herrick, Soviet Naval Strategy, 5. 
8 Ibid., 4.  
9 Bryan Ranft and Geoffrey Till, The Sea in Soviet Strategy (Annapolis: Naval Institute 
Press, 1988), 85–86. 
10 Jurgen Rohwer and Mikhail Monakov, “The Soviet Union’s Ocean-Going Fleet, 1935–
1956,” The International History Review 18, no. 4 (1996), 838. 
11 Lovett, “The Russian/Soviet Navy,” 187. 
12 Rohwer and Monakov, “The Soviet Union’s Ocean-Going Fleet,” 838. 
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The desire to fight over the leadership of the Soviet naval forces is 
usually attributed to Trotsky’s frustration with the dealings of the 
ordinary seamen after their ascension into power. This argument, 
however, obfuscates something much larger and much more significant, 
Trotsky’s imagined Communist Navy possessed capitalist characteristics 
and retained a strategic role within his preferred grand strategic scheme. 
While not yet viewed in this light by the academic literature, in saving 
maritime and naval strategists trained in the supposed Capitalist school 
of thought, Trotsky recognized the need to adopt a temporarily 
capitalistic model of naval development. This conviction was problematic 
due to its oxymoronic standing. If his purpose of war was founded in the 
thesis of “permanent revolution” that supported a continuous revolution 
against Capitalism across Europe, then the adoption of a temporarily 
capitalistic model of naval development soured Trotsky’s fervent 
rejection of “stageism” or “two-stage” theory, explained as states having 
to pass through a stage of capitalism before moving to a socialist stage.13 

Along with the use of a temporarily capitalistic model of naval 
development, Trotsky believed, in contrast to Lenin, that the Soviet naval 
forces possessed a strategic role. This is most emblematic in the Proposal 
of 1919 advanced by Trotsky. In this document, he recommended that, in 
the Baltic and Black Seas, the Soviet Fleet adopt a defensive posture to 
fight against foreign interventionism, while, in the Caspian Sea, it was to 
adopt an offensive posture in order to export the Bolshevik revolution 
through the Red Army, or “Worker’s Militia,” into Central Asia.14 The 
proposal was later materialized through the Navy Reorganization 
Committee of 1921, designating four strategic environments, each with 
their own particular roles. In the Baltic Sea, the Fleet was to assist the Red 
Army in quashing one of the last remnants of the Civil War, the Karelskii 
Front operations, and simultaneously educate its naval personnel. The 
Black Sea Fleet was to maintain “strong coastal defence,” whereas, in the 
Caspian Sea, it was to maintain “mastery of the sea” and strengthen the 
flotilla to transport the “Bolshevik message” to the Orient. Finally, the 
forces in the Arctic Ocean were to defend fishery zones and secure two 
main areas in the mouth of the North Dvina and Kola peninsula.15 

 
13 Gordon Skilling, “Permanent or Uninterrupted Revolution: Lenin, Trotsky, and their 
Successors on the Transition to Socialism,” Canadian Slavonic Papers 5 (1961), 7–11. 
14 Rohwer, “Russian and Soviet Naval Strategy,” 6. 
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 In the end, in each of the two distinctions—internal enemy and 
maritime strategy—Trotsky’s ideas prevailed. Even though the naval 
leadership was filled with a limited number of fresh faces loyal to Lenin, 
Trotsky ultimately prevented the purging of maritime and naval 
strategists, each of whom possessed principally differing ideological and 
strategic views with that of Lenin. Moreover, the Soviet Navy still 
remained an adherent to the temporarily capitalistic model of naval 
development and held a strategic role within the grand strategic scheme 
even after the Purge of 1921.  
 

Second Tension: Trotsky versus Frunze 
 
 Even prior to the removal of Lenin from the Chairmanship of the 
Council of People’s Commissars due to a terminal illness caused by an 
assassination attempt, Trotsky faced a secondary challenger—Michael 
Frunze. 16  Although initially a staunch follower of Leninism, Frunze 
shared marked distinctions with Lenin. It was Trotsky, nevertheless, who 
remained continuously his most ardent opponent. One of those critical 
diverging points between Trotsky and Frunze was on the virtue of the 
Unified Military doctrine. 
 Extending from Lenin’s determination to rid the Soviet 
Communist Party of opposition groups and intra-party strife as advanced 
in his Point Seven thesis, Frunze and Sergei I. Gusev, head of the Red 
Army’s Political Administration, formulated the ‘unity of views’ concept 
for the Soviet Armed Forces. Originally presented at the Tenth Party 
Congress, number seventeen of the Twenty-Two Point Program (later 
called Frunze-Gusev Program by historians) stressed the desirability for a 
“unity of views about the character of military problems facing the 
Republic, the means of solving them, and methods for the combat 
preparation training of troops.”17 This Program fell onto mostly deaf ears 
at the Congress, however. The ears that had devoted any attention, like 
notably Trotsky, were heavily critical of its use of conceptual ambiguity 
and loose terminology. In part due to this severe criticism, Gusev never 
wrote again on the unity of views concept. The criticism, on the other 

 
16  John Erickson, The Soviet High Command: A Military Political History, 1918–1941 
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hand, had revitalized Frunze, who now understood that “the polemics 
over military doctrine [could be] intended, in part, to hasten Trotsky’s 
inglorious fall from the mantle of party leadership.”18 

Frunze shortly thereafter published a follow-up article entitled, A 
Unified Military Doctrine and the Red Army, that advocated for a “single 
military” doctrine. This revisionist doctrine held two aims: technical and 
political. The technical aim sought to create balanced organisational unity 
between land and naval strategies, overturning the earlier independence 
granted to the Navy. All submarines, surface ships, coastal defence forces, 
and aircrafts of the Soviet Red Fleet were now required to coordinate their 
operations according to a single planning process with the Soviet Army. 
The reality, however, was the total “domination of strategic planning and 
resources allocation by the Army.” 19  The second aim, political in 
character, obligated the Red Fleet to realign its political goals with that of 
the burgeoning Soviet way of warfare concept through the use of the 
Marxist lexicon. The Soviet way of warfare was uniquely proletarian, 
they argued, especially when contrasted with the Capitalist states, seeing 
that the politico-military leadership dutifully adhered to the Marxist 
science of war framework. This framework put the primary focus on 
workers rather than bourgeois elites, and emphasised the principles of 
the offensive and manoeuvre warfare. 

At the doctrinal level, though acquiescent to Frunze’s first aim of 
technical dominance of the Army over the Navy, Trotsky vehemently 
opposed the revision of military and maritime strategy and doctrine in 
terms of the Marxist lexicon to satisfy the proletarian way of warfare 
concept. Trotsky’s ardent opposition may be specifically linked to four 
antitheses. First, he feared that the transference of Marxist terminologies 
into military and naval doctrines would create a “methodism” more 
concerned with the “tyranny of the offensive” than the Marxist 
tendencies distinguished by “flexibility and mobility, or, to speak in 
military language, capacity for manoeuvre.” 20  This concern was later 
shared by the historian Walter Jacobs, who described Frunze’s use of the 
offensive as a “pre-emptive war with vengeance.”21 Second, as a prolific 
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reader of military history and war theory during and after the Russian 
Civil War, Trotsky could not discern anything new about the proletarian 
way of warfare that was “unique to the working class and superior to 
[the] then current bourgeois military concepts.” 22  Its focus on the 
offensive and manoeuvrability for example clearly resembled the 
French’s conceptualization of the offensive prior to the First World War. 
The reiteration of bourgeois military concepts was due to the simple 
reality, he argued, that “it was not yet possible to develop a mature, 
theoretically sound proletarian military doctrine.”23 Third, Trotsky was 
gravely concerned that utilizing the Marxist science of war framework in 
such a way would censor military discussions on future existential 
concerns. Most importantly, Trotsky did not comprehend why the wheel 
should be reinvented again as Marxism already provided a framework 
by which to guide all politico-military leaderships. From this wholesale 
retort it is easy to come to agree with Dmitry Fedotoff-White, an officer 
of the Imperial Russian Navy turned historian, who concluded that 
Trotsky dismissed the school of proletarian warfare as “utopian, 
impractical, and ill-formulated.” 24  On the whole, the rejection of the 
lexicon was not a repudiation of Marxism, but rather an attempt to shield 
it against an “artificial Communism” that worked against the “real 
revolution.”25 

By applying the Marxist lexicon into its naval doctrines, some 
observers may claim that Frunze’s aim of seeking congruency between 
the Soviet Army and Navy through the use of the Marxist lexicon was 
grounded on purely ideological motives, guaranteeing uniqueness to the 
Soviet Armed Forces as they would have nothing in common with the 
national armies of the capitalist countries. Others may propose that it held 
pragmatic ends, showing the Western imperialist states that the young 
Soviet state operated with a single, unified voice. These two positions, 
however, grossly underestimate the power of terminology in 
governmental documents and the purpose of language more generally. If 
language is a mechanism by which to describe reality, it therefore follows 
that in being restricted to a specific set of words the Navy was in fact 
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mandated to adopt an already prescribed reality or vision of the world. 
In mandating as such, Frunze was effectively rendering the Navy 
impotent to enact any of the strategic thought Trotsky had saved from the 
Purge of 1921. 
 By the mid-1920s, Trotsky was defeated by the anti-navalists 
inside the Soviet Red Army and the proponents of the Unified Military 
doctrine across the Soviet Armed Forces; both of these movements more 
or less led by Frunze. Their victory, however, would be marred by the 
sudden death of Frunze a few months after replacing Trotsky as the 
People’s Commissar for Military and Naval Affairs in 1925. Added to that, 
young mid-level officers were finally coming into their own maturity, 
bringing a new vision and purpose of war and warfare for the Soviet 
Navy with them.  
 

Third Tension: Soviet Old School versus Soviet Young School 
 
 As a result of the Soviet leadership’s failure to resolve divergent 
and conflicting opinions inside the Armed Forces by effectively applying 
the Unified Military doctrine, a third tension erupted between the Soviet 
Old School and Soviet Young School between 1928 and 1931.  

As remarked by Jurgen Rohwer and Mikhail Skogan, application 
of the Soviet Old School naval strategy continued almost uninterrupted 
between 1911–12 until 1925–26. Initially led by Major General of the 
Admiralty Nikolai Klado (the ‘Russian Mahan’), the Soviet Old School 
was subsequently promulgated by two of his pupils, Captain M.A. Petrov 
and Captain Boris Zherve; both Professors teaching at the former 
Imperial Russian Nikolayev Naval Academy, now renamed the Soviet 
Naval Academy.26 The two men shared similar viewpoints on the role of 
battleships and cruisers, in that these particular ships were part of a 
traditional high-seas fleet that were essential to exercise command of the 
sea in the maritime approaches to Soviet territory. In contrast to Mahan 
and Klado however, they were writing after the submarine had 
demonstrated relative successes in battle during the First World War. As 
the submarine and the airplane made it more difficult to maintain 
command of the sea, Petrov and Zherve wrestled with the question: How 
would the traditional battleship and cruiser fleet exercise command of the 
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sea in the face of novel dimensions of naval warfare? Their common 
rebuke: with every new weapon, counter-weapons soon followed.27 

For the proponents of the Soviet Young School, like Commander 
K.I. Dushenov, Admiral I.K. Kozhanov, Commander I.M. Ludri, 
Professor A.P. Aleksandrov, this ‘old’ naval strategy is counterproductive 
undertaking for the new Soviet state. A phrase utilized at that time to 
explicate the position is best articulated by Professor Aleksandrov: 
“down with the idea of naval supremacy!”28 Rather, the Soviet Young 
School envisioned the various Soviet Fleets engaging in “active coastal 
defence” with massive employment of mines, small submarines, torpedo 
boats, and aircraft to defend the coastal areas of Soviet territory. Much of 
this was grounded on the premise that the battleship had lost its primary 
function and naval supremacy based on the battleship no longer made 
sense. Commanders Dushenov and Ludri in particular used various 
naval operations from the First World War as case-studies to justify their 
conclusions, showing that the former Imperial Russian Navy had waged 
a successful defensive struggle against the Germans using minefields and 
coastal batteries in the Gulf of Finland.29 

In certain ways, as some commentators already observed, the 
dispute rehashed the arguments found in the French naval strategy 
désaccord between the ‘French Old School’ (Vielle École) and ‘French 
Young School’ (Jeune École) in the late eighteenth century. The acceptance 
of this view wholesale is erroneous, however. In a revisionist reading of 
history, Bryan Ranft and Geoffrey Till suggested rather that the French 
Jeune École posited a “strategic offensive” while the Soviet Young School 
argued for a “strategic defensive” attitude. With the publicist Gabriel 
Charmes and Maréchal Theophile Aube as the most visible figures of the 
movement, the French Jeune École pursued unrestricted attacks on 
merchant ships wherever they could be found as a means of economic 
warfare to compel the enemy—Britain—to surrender because of its 
dependence on sea-borne supplies.30  

Yet, the ideas promoted by both the Soviet Old and Young schools 
possessed some serious shortcomings. Whereas the Old School was 
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limited by the small, underdeveloped Soviet economy that could not 
produce the ships necessary, the Young School was incapable of 
promoting socialism abroad due to the inherent limitations found in a 
defensive strategic doctrine. The Hungarian writer, Arthur Koestler, 
wrote as much on the latter when he said: 

 
The [Communist] Party is in favor of small submarines with a short range. 
You can build three times as many submarines for your money as big 
ones .... But the actual problem lay in a quite different sphere. Big 
submarines mean a policy of aggression, to further world revolution. 
Small submarines mean coastal defence—that is, self-defence, and 
postponement of world revolution.31 
 
In an attempt to overcome these limitations both schools arrived at a 
tenuous middle ground: the Soviet School.  

Summarized in different ways by different people, much of what 
constitutes the Soviet School engenders a moving target, with some 
scholars emphasizing elements over others and vice versa. Be that as it 
may, some general notions can be drawn out. In terms of strategy, the 
Soviet School posited a “defensive” stroke that nevertheless did not 
exclude offensive operations in a local or regional context, albeit in 
cooperation with the ground forces. In addition, the command of the sea 
concept was relegated to a “limited command of the sea.” Certain 
scholars have viewed this transition as essentially a move to fuse 
Mahanian command of the sea with operational principles of the Young 
School.32 Others, notably Seleznev and Herrick, have gone another way 
by positing that this school represented a shift from Mahanian to a 
Corbettian-Castexian reading of maritime strategy. 33  This last group 
essentially understood Corbettian-Castexian strategic thought as a focus 
on what Admiral Stansfield Turner later re-designated as “sea control,” 
meaning, focus on sea lanes of communication, rather than command of 
the sea, which implied Mahanian naval battles at the international level, 
demoting naval battles to locally controlled, near-shore theatres of 
operations. Regardless of its placement in strategic camps, the Soviet 
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School ultimately rejected the need for a strictly high seas fleet and 
concentrated on advocating an inshore defensive role based on light 
surface craft, submarines, mines, and shore-based aircraft. In turn, they 
reinterpreted command of the sea as excluding the “command of the 
oceans” element. The aim became focused on the seas adjacent to the 
Soviet Union’s territorial boundaries in areas where the operations of 
ground forces could be actively supported. All the Soviet Red Fleet now 
sought after was “control of a limited theater.” The main weapon systems 
utilized to achieve this end were submarines and aircraft with major 
surface combatants in secondary support.34 
  

Fourth Tension: Fascist Secret Suitors versus Collective Security 
Strategy 

 
Beyond the internal division in the Soviet Red Fleet during the 

mid-1920’s to early-1930’s, a fourth tension persisted simultaneously and 
thereafter in the Soviet foreign policy sector. It pitted Vice-Commissar for 
Foreign Affairs Karl Radek, Soviet Trade Representative to Berlin David 
Kandelaki, and the former Counselor of the Soviet Embassy in Berlin, 
Sergei Bessonov, dubbed as the “Fascist Secret Suitors,” against Foreign 
Minister Maxim Litvinov’s Collective Security strategy. The tension is 
already colloquially chronicled as the Soviet dual foreign policy in the 
academic literature. The three Fascist Secret Suitors impressed upon the 
Soviet leadership a need for rapprochement with foreign fascist leaders. 
The rapprochement was anamorphic, taking many shapes and forms, 
“from the oil shipments to Italy after failed boycotts, to the refusal to sign 
[a] ‘mutual assistance pact’ with China, to selling the Chinese eastern 
railway to the Japanese.”35 In opposition, Litvinov argued for a Soviet 
Union that champions an anti-fascist moral crusade by: 
 
reinvigorate[ing] the collective anti-aggression mechanism of the League 
of Nations to construct a regional security pact in Eastern Europe; 
negotiate[ing] anti-German bilateral defence pacts with the non-fascist 
powers[; and] encourage[ing], through the Comintern, the election of 
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governments in the Western democracies committed to opposing Nazi 
expansionism.36  
 
Similar to the Soviet Old and Young Schools, neither of the parties to the 
fourth tension were seemingly victorious. Uldricks described how the 
tension was resolved: 
 
Stalin was motivated neither by a comprehensive anti-fascist impulse, nor 
by a pacifistic aversion to war; either by admiration or loathing of Hitler 
nor by any really operative desire to foment foreign revolutions. While 
he was not averse to territorial acquisitions, gaining additional lands was 
not his central objective, either. Rather, perceiving that the Soviet Union 
existed in an extremely hostile environment, Stalin’s principal objective 
was to preserve the country’s national security.37 
 
At the close of the period, it seemed the real winner was Stalin; for indeed, 
in the post-Lenin-Trotsky period, the Soviet foreign policy adopted a 
“siege mentality” reflective of both the Man of Steel’s personal and 
organizational paranoia.38 
 

Fifth Tension: Stalin’s Big Navy versus Stalin’s Political Control 
 
 The success of the Soviet School was swiftly checked by the events 
of the Spanish Civil War (1936–39) and the Greek Communist 
persecutions (1936). In both cases, the Communist insurgents were 
defeated, and in both cases, the Soviet state attempted to use naval forces 
to influence their internal politics. From this twice failed attempt, the 
importance in transcending the possession of a weak Soviet Navy 
crystallized. Best captured by Stalin’s perception on Soviet sea power, the 
General Secretary now wanted a “big ship navy” mobilized for both 
deterrence and prestige. This became the fifth tension, between Stalin’s 
desire for a ‘big navy’ and Stalin’s simultaneous desire for total “political 
control.”39 
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 The shift towards a big ship navy can be measured through 
budgetary expenses codified into law with the Second Five-Year Plan of 
1933–1937. The plan called for a 300 percent increase in small surface 
ships, 510 percent increase in naval aviation, 75 percent increase in coastal 
guns, and 100 percent increase in naval base fortifications. Additionally, 
it targeted the modernization of battleships, the construction of large 
submarines and heavy cruisers in the Baltic and Black seas shipyards, and 
acquired large calibre naval guns, battleship turrets, armour plate, and 
main battery fire control equipment.40 By the end of the programme in 
1937, the Navy’s four fleets were substantially more hardy than in 
previous years.41 Below is a rough estimation of the equipment in each of 
the fleets: 
 
Baltic fleet – Leningrad 
 
• 2 battleships 
• 1 training cruiser 
• 1 destroyer leader 
• 7 destroyers 
• 5 patrol ships 
• 2 minesweepers 
 
Pacific Fleet – Vladivostok 
 
• 2 destroyers 
 
 

Despite the gains in ship numbers during this period, in pursuit of 
political control, Stalin reversed gains in the human element through the 
‘Great Purge’ of 1937–1938. As a consequence, the Red Fleet suffered 
“greater proportional losses than Red Army.”42 Moreover, a major share 
of the former Tsarist officers were replaced with younger officers of the 
Soviet generation, culminating with the removal of both Petrov and 
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41 Rohwer and Monakov, “The Soviet Union’s Ocean-Going Fleet,” 848. 
42 Peter Tsouras, “Soviet Naval Tradition,” in The Soviet Navy, Strengths and Liabilities, by 
Bruce W. Watson and Susan M. Watson, eds. (Boulder: Westview Press, 1986), 15. 

Black Sea fleet – Sebastopol 
 
• 1 battleship 
• 3 cruisers 
• 1 training cruiser 
• 5 destroyers 
• 2 patrol ships 
• 4 minesweepers 

 
Northern Fleet –  
Murmansk/Polyarny 
 
• 3 destroyers 
• 3 patrol ships 
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Zherve.43 In contrast to Lenin who still lacked anything looking like total 
political control over the Navy after the Purge of 1921, Stalin’s control 
over Soviet political institutions arrived in some measure after the Great 
Purge reached its peak in 1938. Though its success would give Stalin 
increasing political control, it nevertheless reduced in a dramatic fashion 
the average level of the seamanship and leadership of the Soviet Red 
Fleet.44 
 Amid the Great Purge, the tension continued unabated when 
Stalin promoted the Third Five-Year Plan of 1938–41. The primary aim 
was to build a sizable Soviet Navy akin to the previous desires of the 
Soviet Old School from fifteen years earlier. 45  This included the 
construction of additional battleships, even with the three already 
underway. Furthermore, aircraft carriers were discussed intently, though 
later postponed until the end of the latest Plan in an effort to solve certain 
naval design problems.46 The British naval historian, Andrew Lambert, 
however recounts that the design flaws with the Soviet aircraft carrier 
merely revealed something deeper at play. Stalin’s desire for total 
political control over all aspects of the Soviet state ineluctably prevented 
the successful development of a fully matured, diverse navy designed to 
operate “out-there” beyond the territorial boundaries and, therefore, 
outside the limits of Stalin’s siege mentality.47 This also explains why the 
Soviet Fleet developed without integrated airpower requiring it to 
operate within the range of shore-based aircraft.48 
 

Conclusion 
 
 The traditional narrative is that during the interwar years the 
Soviet Red Fleet went through three phases: the Reconstruction phase 
(1919–1925), the Consolidation phase (1925–1932), and the Big High-Sea 
Fleet or Ocean-Going Fleet phase (1935–1940). The history of the Soviet 
Red Fleet during this period however was one of great flux, replete with 
multiple ideological, organizational, and doctrinal tensions, purges, and 
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a changing international environment. As this paper demonstrated, there 
was an undercurrent to the period in the form of five tensions. These 
tensions manifested a lack of linear coherency in the development of the 
Soviet Navy going against the linear narrative described above. The 
Soviet Red Fleet went through a continuously volatile process of 
construction-deconstruction-reconstruction in order to accommodate the 
imagination of the Soviet naval and political leaderships across various 
command levels.  

While Trotsky’s fall from power and Frunze’s simultaneous rise 
might be interpreted as a transition from the Reconstruction phase to the 
Consolidation phase, the virulent debate that rapidly eventuated 
between the Young and Old Soviet Schools interfered with any enhancing 
consolidation of the Soviet Navy. If anything, the debate induced a 
deconstruction phase. The subsequent brief showing of the Soviet School, 
as a result of the tenuous compromise reached between the Young and 
Old Soviet Schools, prompted another reconstruction phase that was 
itself rather quickly inverted by Stalin’s desire for a big ship navy. The 
rise in total naval assets and material capabilities often used to showcase 
an enhancing “consolidation” during the Big High-Sea Fleet or Ocean-
Going Fleet phase, obfuscates the dire impact of Stalin’s pursuit of total 
political control over the Soviet state. In seeking such power, Stalin 
inhibited any consolidation of a big ship navy originally sought after the 
inversion of the Soviet School. 

The Soviet Navy that concludes the interwar years may be 
characterised as one shackled by its own unique sets of tensions. With 
this newfound history of the Soviet Red Fleet, it might be enlightening, 
per contra, for contemporary researchers to ponder the impact of a 
counterfactual history, one where the Soviet Navy was unhindered by its 
five tensions and instead developed along a coherent, linear naval 
development plan, and what the effect that coherent plan might have had 
on world history. 
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A Helping Hand or Hidden Burden: Examining the Effects of 
External Support on the Success of Foreign Insurgent Movements 

Brandon Brooks 
 

Abstract 
 
How crucial is external support to the success of the armed 

movement? Building on the existing literature on insurgency and 
principle-agent theory, this paper argues that the mere provision of 
external assistance to an insurgency is a poor indicator for assessing 
the likelihood of the rebels’ success. This paper begins with a brief 
examination of the different variations in external support for an 
insurgency, defined here in accordance with the US Government’s 
Counterinsurgency Guide as a non-state armed group’s “use of 
subversion and violence to seize, nullify or challenge political control 
of a region.” It then proceeds to investigate the short and long-term 
impact of such assistance on the insurgency’s ability to wage war and 
advance its political interests, analyzing the experiences of such 
renowned revolutionaries as Mao Zedong and Ernesto Che Guevara. 
The final sections discuss the determinants of success for an 
insurgency and the limitations of external support. 
 
Keywords: insurgency, counterinsurgency, principle-agent theory, 
non-state actors, civil war, Mao Zedong, Che Guevara 

 
Introduction 

 
External support can be of critical use to insurgencies, 

providing resources essential to sustaining the latter’s struggle against 
an opposing national government or foreign occupying power. But 
how crucial is such assistance to the success of the armed movement? 
Building on the existing literature on insurgency and principle-agent 
theory, this paper argues that the mere provision of external assistance 
to an insurgency is a poor indicator for assessing the likelihood of the 
rebels’ success. The average insurgent movement is generally 
incapable of decisively defeating its adversary in direct military 
confrontations, yet engaging in protracted military struggle requires a 
level of discipline that appears to be lacking in many organizations. 
What then determines the likelihood of an insurgent’s success? 
Whether or not an uprising is ultimately successful depends on factors 
internal to the insurgent movement: organizational cohesion, 
innovative leadership, and an appealing political ideology. In short, 
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groups that are unable to operate in unison, respond to changes in 
their operational environment, and generate support within the 
general public – or at the very least, specific constituencies within the 
latter – are destined for failure, regardless of the resources at their 
disposal. 
 While scholars often associate external support with state 
sponsorship, this paper conceives of the term in a much broader sense, 
which encompasses the actions of private citizens and non-state 
armed groups. Much like their state proxies, the latter may offer a 
range of resources of interest to insurgent movements, from financing 
and weapons to recruits willing to take up arms in support of the 
military struggle. 

This paper begins with a brief examination of the different 
variations in external support for an insurgency, defined here in 
accordance with the US Government’s Counterinsurgency Guide as a 
non-state armed group’s “use of subversion and violence to seize, 
nullify or challenge political control of a region.”1. It then proceeds to 
investigate the short and long-term impact of such assistance on the 
insurgency’s ability to wage war and advance its political interests, 
analyzing the experiences of such renowned revolutionaries as Mao 
Zedong and Ernesto Che Guevara. The final sections discuss the 
determinants of success for an insurgency and the limitations of 
external support.  
 

Defining External Assistance 
 

 Perhaps the most well-known form of external support to an 
insurgency is state patronage. Under this relationship, a nation-state 
(the principal) provides political, logistical, and/or military support 
to a foreign armed movement (the agent). According to principal-
agent theorists, states engage in this behavior for two reasons. Daniel 
Byman and Sarah Kreps insist that sponsoring insurgent groups 
allows the principle to project power abroad while minimizing the 
likelihood of it becoming embroiled in a direct military confrontation 
with an opposing state.2 Idean Salehyan, Kristian Gleditsch, and 
David Cunningham, largely concur with this assessment, arguing that 
state patronage is less taxing on the state’s coffers, and avoids 

 
1 U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Political-Military Affairs, “U.S. Government 
Counterinsurgency Guide” (Government Publication, Washington D.C., 2009), 2. 
2 Daniel Byman and Sarah E. Kreps. “Agents of Destruction? Applying Principal-
Agent Analysis to State-Sponsored Terrorism,” International Studies Perspectives 11, 
no. 1 (2010): 1-2, doi: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1528-3585.2009.00389.x. 
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incurring the political blowback that often results from engaging in a 
costly military struggle.3 Such actions are not without risks, and may 
incentivize the agent to engage in reckless behavior that directly 
conflicts with the interests of the principal.4 Nonetheless, states appear 
to have concluded that the benefits of sponsoring foreign armed 
groups outweigh the risks of doing so. 
 Admittedly, it is hard to overstate the significance of state-
sponsored insurgency. Indeed, at the same time that interstate conflict 
has receded from the global sphere, state-sponsored insurgency 
appears to have become a normal aspect of contemporary intrastate 
wars, influencing such disparate conflicts as that in Afghanistan, 
eastern Congo, and Syria.5 Yet the tendency to link external support 
with state patronage has become so intrinsic that Cunningham, 
Gleditsch, and Salehyan use the terms interchangeably.6 Scholars may 
certainly have good reason to focus on this form of assistance, 
especially given the range of resources which the state may offer an 
insurgent movement. Yet it is important to emphasize that the state is 
not the only external actor that may assist said organizations.  
 Daniel Byman and Bruce Hoffman offer a more comprehensive 
assessment of external support for insurgent movements in a 2001 
study published by the RAND Corporation, which acknowledges the 
importance of non-state actors. Unlike its state-based alternative, non-
state-based assistance stems from private citizens or groups acting 
irrespective of the foreign policy interests of the states in which they 
reside. This may come from a key civilian constituency sympathetic to 
the goals of the armed group, such as a foreign diaspora. Unlike states, 
whose rationale for supporting a foreign uprising is often based on 
geopolitical considerations, Byman and Hoffman argue that diaspora 
support for an insurgency is largely based on ethnic or religious 
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4 Navin A. Bapat, “Understanding State Sponsorship of Militant Groups,” British 
Journal of Political Science 42, no. 1 (2011): 4, doi: 10.1017/S000712341100007X. 
5 Vanda Felbab-Brown, “Why Pakistan Supports Terrorist Groups, and Why the 
US Finds It So Hard to Induce Change,” Brookings, January 5, 2018, 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/01/05/why-pakistan-
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Insurgent Groups,” 709-711. 
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affinity, that is, genuine sympathy for the struggle of their fellow 
brethren.7 This sentiment was purportedly a key factor motivating 
members of the Irish-American community to contribute money and 
arms to the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA) during The 
Troubles.8 
 Other external actors may support an insurgent movement due 
to a shared ideology, one which transcends one’s ethnic or religious 
identity. In this sense, the support which one provides to an insurgent 
organization is comparable to the support which an individual living 
in the West might provide to a preferred political campaign, ranging 
from material contributions to direct involvement. In either case, the 
rationale for providing such assistance is ultimately the same, to help 
a political organization accomplish a particular end-goal. Che 
Guevara and Illich Ramírez Sánchez (better known by his nom de 
guerre, Carlos the Jackal), for example, both joined leftist insurgent 
movements out of a shared conviction that Marxist–Leninism offered 
a means of bringing about a fairer, more equitable society.9 
 Alternatively, insurgent movements may receive assistance 
from other non-state armed groups. Palestinian nationalist 
organizations, for example, were known to support European left-
wing insurgencies. When members of the Black September 
Organization took nine Israeli athletes hostage during the 1972 
Olympic Games in Munich, they demanded the release of Andreas 
Baader and Ulrike Meinhof, founders of the Red Army Faction in West 
Germany, in addition to several prominent incarcerated Palestinian 
militants.10 Like the Black September Organization, the Red Army 
Faction was known for being fiercely opposed to Israel.11  
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8 Brannan, Byman, Chalk, Hoffman, and Rosenau, Trends in Outside Support for 
Insurgent Movements, 41-42. 
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Congo trans. Patrick Camiller (London: The Harvill Press, 2000), xii. 
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10.1080/09592319408423090. 
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(New York, Arcade Publishing, 2011), 21-23. 
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67. 
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Terrorism 38, no. 6 (2015): 457, doi: 10.1080/1057610X.2015.1006451. 
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External support for counterinsurgents follows roughly the 
same dynamics. Beleaguered states may receive economic, political 
and military assistance from other countries, as the United States had 
provided to the Republic of Vietnam during the Second Indochina 
War. Furthermore, although a third-party state may wish to retain a 
neutral stance towards the opposing belligerents, civilians may 
engage in a range of functions that benefit the counterinsurgents 
nonetheless. The famous Abraham Lincoln Brigade, a formation of an 
estimated 2,800 American volunteers who fought alongside the 
Republican government during the Spanish Civil War, provides one 
such example.12  
 

Assessing the Impact of External Assistance 
 

What is the overall effect of this assistance on the insurgency’s 
likelihood of success? The most immediate benefits of external 
support are seen at the tactical and operational level. First, external 
assistance enhances an insurgency’s ability to carry out deadlier 
attacks at a higher frequency than it might have otherwise been able 
to do without support. This could be the result of an external actor 
providing an armed group with the basic small arms and light 
weapons needed to sustain its armed struggle, as Egypt and the 
Warsaw Pact provided to the Algerian National Liberation Front 
(FLN). The provision of such arms placed the organization at a distinct 
advantage relative to other insurgent movements at the time that 
lacked such support and often resorted to risky gambits to obtain 
arms. In the case of the Mau Mau Rebellion in Kenya, for example, one 
of the most common means by which insurgents would acquire 
weapons and supplies was by stealing them from white settlers.13 Yet 
those whom attempted to do so risked being discovered by 
neighboring farmers or local security forces.14 

In more extraordinary scenarios, external support may actually 
shift the balance of military capabilities between opposing actors to 
such a degree that the recipient may be able to match its adversary in 
conventional military engagements. Such appeared to be the case 
during the Battle of Dien Bien Phu, the last climatic battle of the First 
Indochina War. Following Mao’s victory over Chiang Kai-Shek’s 
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Nationalists in 1949, the People’s Republic of China began to provide 
antiaircraft guns and heavy artillery to the Viet Minh. 15 Realizing that 
French General Henri Navarre had placed his forces in a tactically 
inferior position beyond the reach of reinforcements, Vietnamese 
General Vo Nguyen Giap laid siege to the French garrison, using this 
equipment to overwhelm its defenses and force its surrender.16  

In addition, external support for an insurgency may also 
enhance its fighters’ ability to evade opposing security forces and 
improve its tactical and operational decision-making by providing it 
with critical military intelligence. As mentioned earlier, Morocco and 
Tunisia allowed the FLN to establish bases within their borders, 
providing a secure area for the group to receive arms shipments from 
Egypt and Eastern Europe, and train militants recruited from the 
growing number of refugees fleeing the war.17 In relation to wartime 
decision-making, historians Jon Halliday and Jung Chang credit the 
Soviet Union’s military intelligence networks for giving Mao Zedong 
an “incalculable advantage” in his fight against Chiang Kai-Shek’s 
Nationalist forces. As Chiang prepared to launch an offensive in the 
winter of 1931, the two note that Soviet operatives provided Mao with 
precise information about the movements of Chiang’s army,” 
informing him of “exactly which units were coming, and when.”18 

Finally, external support may strengthen an insurgency’s 
ability to sustain morale within the movement and disseminate 
propaganda. Consider, for example, the Egyptians’ decision to allow 
the FLN to broadcast messages via Radio Cairo. In allowing the group 
to do so, the Egyptians provided the insurgents a platform to argue 
the legitimacy of their armed struggle, reminding listeners of the 
inferior position to which the native Algerian was subjected under 
French rule and establishing the insurgency as a preferable governing 
authority. Indeed, access to mass communications technology would 
be even more consequential following the climactic Battle of Algiers, 
when audiences worldwide began to express greater concern over the 
brutal means by which the French military pursued insurgents.19 
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Over the long term, these developments may markedly 
strengthen an insurgency’s ability to survive – as Adam Lockyer and 
Abdulkader Sinno argue – transforming the armed struggle into a war 
of attrition.20 According to Mao’s theory of revolutionary warfare, 
insurgents may exploit their “monopoly on patience” to gradually 
build up their political-military capabilities and allow the enemy to 
wear itself down seeking to suppress the uprising in a quick and 
decisive manner.21 This, in turn, provides the opportunity for 
insurgents to determine when the moment is right to leverage their 
newfound might to crush the opposition and seize control of the 
government.22 The extent that external support can give insurgent 
groups an inherent advantage over their opponents by providing 
them with the resources necessary to conduct a protracted war of 
attrition is still under debate. 

While Mao’s prescriptions on revolutionary warfare have 
generated fierce debate among scholars, the assumption that 
counterinsurgents are less inclined, or poorly suited, to wage 
protracted military conflicts has received far less criticism. Indeed, at 
the time that Mao was still an infant, (then) British Army Major 
Charles Edward Callwell had already acknowledged the military’s 
lack of enthusiasm towards fighting these sorts of conflicts, describing 
“the quelling of rebellion in distant colonies” as a “thankless, 
invertebrate” task.23 David Galula, a French counterinsurgency 
theorist, echoed this general sentiment, citing a “disparity in cost and 
effort” as reasons why counterinsurgents are at a disadvantage in 
prolonged asymmetric conflicts.24 The United States military’s senior 
brass has similarly expressed a strong reluctance to engage in 
protracted unconventional warfare – sometimes derisively referred to 
as “military operations other than war,” or MOOTW.25 Following the 
fall of Saigon, John Nagl states “the U.S. military ignored 
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counterinsurgency, and continued to focus on the conventional 
warfare that had always been its preference.”26 US Army General John 
Shalikashvili, the thirteenth Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was 
much more straightforward about his thoughts on this subject matter, 
reportedly remarking, “real men don’t do moot-wah.”27 

Yet this emphasis on protracted conflict and survivability has 
several crucial flaws. First, the notion that counterinsurgents, 
specifically foreign occupying powers, are unwilling or unable to fight 
prolonged, unconventional wars is highly debatable. Clearly, there is 
a great deal of resentment towards fighting these sorts of conflicts, as 
Callwell and Shalikashvili’s comments imply. Yet the historical record 
suggests that counterinsurgents are nonetheless willing to see these 
wars through to their conclusion when they believe doing so is in their 
vital interest, regardless of whether their opponents receive external 
support. For example, the United Kingdom spent ten years fighting 
the Popular Front for the Liberation of Oman (PFLOAG) in Dhofar 
between 1965 and 1975, a fact that is even more impressive when one 
considers its military had only recently finished fighting two 
additional protracted asymmetric conflicts in Malaya (1948-1960) and 
Kenya (1952-1960).28 It is also worth noting that four years into the 
Dhofar Rebellion, the British military would be deployed to Northern 
Ireland to engage in another prolonged armed struggle against 
Protestant extremist groups and Irish republicans (1967-2007).29 
Clearly the duration of these conflicts was not enough to deter British 
military intervention. 

In a similar vein, although the counterinsurgency literature 
often discusses France’s defeat at the hands of nationalist insurgencies 
in the wake of World War II, it is worth noting that its military 
consistently defeated local challenges to its rule over Algeria and 
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Indochina in the nineteenth and early-twentieth century.30 Foremost 
amongst these insurgents was Abd el-Kader, who organized 
resistance against French rule in Algeria while taking refuge in 
neighboring Morocco.31 Although France was unable to defeat the 
FLN nor Viet Minh, its successes against their predecessors should not 
go ignored. 

Overall, these episodes suggest that the average insurgency is 
poorly suited to wage protracted warfare - or at the very least, no more 
suited to fight these sorts of conflicts than conventional armed forces 
– even with foreign backing. During the Malayan Emergency, Richard 
Stubbs notes that many communist militants defected from the 
Malayan Races Liberation Army (MRLA), citing “internal friction” 
within the organization, “shortages of food … an increasing sense of 
hopelessness,” and guarantees from the enemy that those whom 
surrender would be treated well.32 Furthermore, Stubbs notes that 
many of these captured enemy personnel would provide vital 
intelligence to the opposing security forces, motivated by a program 
offering reward money to anyone who provided “information leading 
to the capture or surrender of insurgents.”33 It is worth noting that this 
program was so enticing that some former insurgents even went back 
into the jungle to persuade their former comrades to lay down their 
arms.34 

Professor Ian Beckett references a similar scenario in his 
assessment of the British counterinsurgency campaign in Dhofar, 
Oman. This is especially notable given that the Popular Front for the 
Liberation of Oman (PFLOAG), unlike the MRLA, received extensive 
external support, coming from China, the Soviet Union, and a range 
of Arab countries.35 Despite this assistance, between November 1971 
and January 1975, over 1,000 insurgents surrendered and were 
reintegrated within the Omani security forces under a British-
sponsored amnesty and conversion program.36 Che Guevara’s 
account of the Simba Rebellion in the Democratic Republic of the 
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Congo similarly casts doubt on an insurgent’s willingness to fight a 
protracted struggle despite receiving external assistance, remarking 
(somewhat bitterly) “I always warned that the war would last three to 
five years, but no one believed it. They were all inclined to dream of a 
triumphal march.”37 It should come as no surprise that the rebellion 
quickly faltered. 

Second, associating conflict duration and survivability on the 
outcome of an armed uprising risks overlooking the possibility that an 
insurgency may be active but making minimal to no progress towards 
achieving its political goals. Effective insurgent movements must be 
able to, at the very least, mobilize targeted segments within the local 
populace and impose costs upon its adversary for resisting its political 
demands.38 These costs could be induced militarily, as in the famous 
“casualties hypothesis” supported by Edward Luttwak and Scott 
Gartner. According to this theory, public support for a country’s 
intervention in a foreign conflict will decline as the number of 
casualties sustained over the course of said war increases.39 
Alternatively, these costs may be imposed economically or 
psychologically. The PIRA’s bombing campaign in the United 
Kingdom and continental Europe during the early 1970s appeared to 
exemplify an attempt to impose the latter, intending to undermine the 
public’s sense of security.40 Regardless of how these costs are imposed, 
the intended rationale is the same: to increase public pressure on the 
government to give in to its demands. 

In summary, external support may strengthen an insurgency’s 
military capabilities and resiliency, but this is generally not sufficient 
enough to guarantee the movement’s success. On the contrary, the 
success of an insurgency depends not on the actions of external actors, 
but on three essential features internal to the movement: 
organizational cohesion, innovative leadership, and an appealing 
political ideology. All three are necessary to protect the legitimacy of 
the armed struggle, help the insurgency adapt to the environment 
within which it is operating, and mobilize targeted audiences (both 
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foreign and domestic) to support the uprising. When such conditions 
are met, and the only issue is a lack of resources, external assistance is 
the most impactful. 

Research by Abdulkader Sinno appears to largely confirm this 
assessment. After examining the outcomes of intrastate wars in the 
Americas, Middle East, and South Asia between the end of World War 
II and the end of 2001, Sinno finds that “well-structured organizations 
with no outside support are three times more likely to survive by the 
end of the conflict than badly structured organizations with abundant 
support.”41  
 

The Determinants of Success in Insurgency 
 
The outcome of the aforementioned rebellions in Dhofar and 

the Democratic Republic of the Congo are textbook examples of the 
ramifications of systematic failures in organization and leadership. 
While PFLOAG’s embrace of Marxism may have further endeared it 
to its patrons in China and the Soviet Union, this decision created an 
irreconcilable chasm between the insurgency’s leadership and the 
local populace, whose society had been traditionally oriented around 
Islam and tribalism, both of which were incompatible with Marxist 
doctrine.42 This split also compromised the unity of the armed group, 
fueling rivalries which the British would later exploit to persuade 
many of its combatants to defect.43  

Similarly, in the final remarks of his diary detailing his 
experiences fighting in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Che 
Guevara blames the insurgency’s failure on poor leadership, a lack of 
political education, and a general sense of indiscipline and 
rapaciousness. Congolese insurgents, according to Che, “rarely obey 
any orders from above, and their vision hardly extends beyond their 
own particular enclave.”44 In addition, Che alleges the existing local 
dynamics among the rural Congolese deprived the insurgents of an 
audience receptive to its socialist ideology, writing “we could not 
speak here of dividing up the land in an agrarian reform, because 
everyone could see that it was already divided.”45 Indeed, Che 
appears to concede the primacy of these factors in determining the 
conflict’s outcome over the material support that Belgium and the 
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United States provided to the Congolese government, admitting that 
“in general, the Liberation Army has better infantry weapons than 
[Congolese Commander in Chief Moise] Tshombe’s army.”46 

Here, it is important to acknowledge that successful 
insurgencies do not necessarily have to have a fixed organizational 
structure or coherent political ideology at the start of an armed 
uprising. War is a dynamic process, and as insurgencies gain more 
experience in this endeavor many will make changes to their senior 
leadership or ideological orientation to better adapt to their 
operational environment. Douglas Porch, a military historian at the 
Naval Postgraduate School, notes that at the beginning of the Algerian 
War, the FLN exhibited a poor organizational structure, a lack of a 
coherent ideology, and suffered on account of poor logistics.47 Only 
gradually did the group develop into a formidable adversary with an 
effective political-administrative structure capable of resisting French 
counterinsurgency measures. In cases such as this, external support 
may help soften the blow from setbacks that might otherwise have 
been fatal to an organization lacking such assistance, thereby 
providing the insurgency more time to organize itself. Yet in order for 
this to work, insurgents must be cognizant enough to take advantage 
of this opportunity. The FLN appeared to have recognized this; Che’s 
comrades apparently did not. 

Alternatively, external actors could help foster better cohesion 
and leadership within the insurgent movement. In the early years of 
the Chinese Civil War, the Soviet Union would occasionally interfere 
in the internal affairs of the Chinese Communist Party to resolve 
disputes between rival factions. On one such occasion, the Soviet 
Union intervened on Mao’s behalf to restore his position as 
commander of a Red Army brigade after his subordinates voted to 
relieve him of command and reinstate his rival, Zhu De, as 
commanding officer.48 Although Mao may have been unpopular –
drawing criticism from his comrades for showing “dictatorial” 
tendencies and being fond of abusing people – his accomplishments 
on the battlefield, coupled with Zhu’s struggles to command 
effectively, persuaded Moscow to side in his favor.49 Given Mao 
would later lead the Chinese Communists to victory, it seems the 
Soviet Union made the right choice. 
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The Limitations of External Assistance 
 
Finally, it is important to acknowledge that external support 

does not come without risks. In accepting assistance from external 
actors, insurgents run the risk of becoming dependent on the former 
to sustain the armed struggle. This is not lost on state sponsors, who 
have leveraged their assistance to sanction recalcitrant organizations. 
Georgetown University’s Timothy Wickham-Crowley suggests the 
Cuban government’s decision to reduce its support for Latin 
American insurgencies in the late 1960s was influenced by its 
frustration with many of these groups’ leaders, particularly Douglas 
Bravo of Venezuela’s Armed Forces of National Liberation.50 The 
famous “Black September” confrontation between the Jordanian 
government and the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) in 
1970 offers a more dramatic example of the tumultuous relationships 
that may exist between external actors and their clients. After initially 
granting the PLO refuge within his country, Jordanian King Hussein 
bin Talal ordered a brutal crackdown on the organization, a move 
allegedly influenced by the desire to distance the kingdom from the 
group’s reckless attacks against Israel (whose military would often 
strike Jordan in retaliation).51 Although the PLO was able to recover, 
the king’s actions caused a huge setback for the organization. 
 

Conclusion 
 
 External support may offer an insurgency a significant 
advantage in an armed struggle, relative to organizations that do not 
receive such assistance, providing logistical, military, and political 
resources that might otherwise have been unavailable to the 
movement. While recipients of such aid may exhibit greater resiliency 
and stronger military capabilities, the historical record indicates that 
the mere provision of external assistance does not dramatically alter 
the likelihood that the uprising will succeed. Counterinsurgents have 
demonstrated they are more than willing to fight protracted struggles 
(however begrudgingly) against insurgent movements when doing so 
is in their vital interest, and certain forms of external assistance may 

 
50 Timothy Wickham-Crowley, “Two ‘Waves’ of Guerilla-Movement Organizing in 
Latin America, 1956-1990,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 56, no. 1 
(2014): 225, doi: 10.1017/S0010417513000674. 
51 Iris Fruchter-Ronen, “Black September: The 1970-71 Events and Their Impact on 
the Formation of Jordanian National Identity,” Civil Wars 10, no. 3 (2008): 249-250, 
doi: 10.1080/13698240802167991. 
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incur more risks to the insurgency than benefits overall. Simply put, 
the outcome of an intrastate conflict is ultimately decided by the 
belligerents, and their capacity to pressure the opposition into giving 
in to their demands. Insurgencies that possess an appealing ideology, 
strong internal cohesion, and innovative leaders are better positioned 
to do this than groups that lack such qualities. 
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Abstract 
 
This paper is an attempt to analyse why there has been no 

successful conviction on forcible transfer in the ICC, and what actions 
international and national institutions can do to respond to the issue.  
The paper focuses upon cases of internal displacement caused by armed 
conflict, as this is one of the most pressing issues that the international 
community needs to address. The first part of this paper will discuss the 
development of the concept of internal displacement caused by an 
armed conflict as defined and interpreted in the ICC. Then, an analysis 
of two decided cases of the International Criminal Tribunal of Former 
Yugoslavia will be conducted in order to reveal why there is a failure to 
convict crimes of forcible transfer. As a conclusion, the paper will 
propose how the perceived barriers for the lack of conviction may be 
overcome by the International Criminal Court. 
 
Keywords: Forcible Transfer, International Criminal Tribunal of Former 
Yugoslavia, International Humanitarian Law, Internal Displacement, 
International Criminal Court, Crimes Against Humanity 

 
Introduction 
 
Internal displacement due to conflict and violence is a problem 

that dates back as long as war existed. The latest data of the 
International Displacement Monitoring Center shows that in 2018, 41.3 
million people were internally displaced due to conflict and violence in 
55 countries, the highest figure ever recorded.1  

 
1  Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre: Global Report on Internal Displacement 
(2019), p. v, available at http://www.internal-
displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/2019-IDMC-
GRID.pdf, last visited on 6 September 2019. (Unless otherwise noted at point of 
citation, all URLs cited in this article were accessible on 12 May 2020.)  
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The Geneva Convention2 and its protocols3 listed forced internal 
displacement or forcible transfer4 as a crime in an attempt to mitigate 
the disruption of lives caused by conflict. Later on, the Rome Statute, 
recognized it as a punishable crime by the International Criminal Court 
(ICC).5 However, despite its long recognition as a crime, and the 
increasing concern of the international community, no one has ever been 
convicted of forcible transfer.  

This paper is an attempt to analyse why there has been no 
successful conviction on forcible transfer in the ICC, and what actions 
international and national institutions can do to respond to the issue.  
The paper focuses upon cases of internal displacement caused by armed 
conflict,6 as this is one of the most pressing issues that the international 
community needs to address.  

The first part of this paper will discuss the development of the 
concept of internal displacement caused by an armed conflict as defined 
and interpreted in the ICC. Then, an analysis of two decided cases of the 
International Criminal Tribunal of Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) will be 
conducted in order to reveal why there is a failure to convict crimes of 
forcible transfer. As a conclusion, the paper will propose how the 
perceived barriers for the lack of conviction may be overcome by the 
International Criminal Court.  

 

 
2  International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Geneva Convention Relative to 
the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War (Fourth Geneva Convention) (signed 
on 12 August 1949)75 UNTS 287. 
3  International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Protocol Additional to the 
Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and relating to the Protection of Victims of 
International Armed Conflicts (Protocol I) (signed on 12 December 1977) 1125 UNTS 3, 
art. 85(4)(a);  
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Protocol Additional to the Geneva 
Conventions of 12 August 1949, and relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-
International Armed Conflicts (Protocol II) (signed on 12 December 1977) 1125 UNTS 
609, art. 17. 
4  Forced internal displacement is termed as forcible transfer under the mentioned 
international instruments. The use of it in terms of the discussion of this paper only is 
deemed interchangeable. 
5  Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, art. 5–8. 
6  The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement also list natural disasters as 
another cause of internal displacement.  
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The Concept of Internal Displacement Caused by an Armed 
Conflict from the Geneva Convention to the Rome Statute 
 
During an armed conflict, whether international or non-

international in character, the applicable law is international 
humanitarian law. The Geneva Convention of 1949 and its Protocols 
provide for the protection of civilians and humanitarian aid in times of 
conflict. Subsumed in this protection is the prohibition to force a 
population to leave their homes or residence as stated in Article 49 of 
the Geneva Convention. The Geneva Convention became the basis of 
the Rome Statute which gave the ICC the power to prosecute cases on 
the violations of international humanitarian law, including forcible 
transfer or internal displacement.7  

However, it is notable that there has been no conviction for the 
crime of forcible transfer yet in the ICC. ‘To date, the ICC has had only a 
few cases in Sudan and Kenya––all at early stages of proceedings––that 
refer to the crime of forced displacement.’8 

 
 A Look on Several Possible Reasons for the Lack of Conviction 
 
The ICC was established in 2002 and most of its cases are still in 

the early stages. Since under Article 21 of the Rome Statute, ICTY 
decisions lend persuasive analysis to the ICC, it is necessary to look into 
earlier established criminal courts to analyse forcible transfer as a war 
crime.  

The interpretation of the ICTY on the crime of forcible transfer 
always revolve around the question of whether the displacement was 
involuntary in nature or that ‘the relevant persons had no real choice.’9 
The term ‘forcible’ in forcible displacement is not limited to physical 
force but also include threat or force or coercion.10  

 
7  The Rome Statute defined forcible transfer of population as, “forced displacement 
of the persons concerned by expulsion or other coercive acts from the area in which 
they are lawfully present, without grounds permitted under international law.” 
8  Federico Andreu-Guzman, Criminal Justice and Forced Displacement: International 
and National Perspectives (Brookings-LSE Project on Internal Displacement, 2013), 
available at https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Research-Brief-
Displacement-Criminal-Justice-Andreu-Guzman.pdf. 
9  Prosecutor v. Simic et al. (Trial Judgement) IT-95-9-T (17 October 2003), para. 125. 
10  Prosecutor v. Krstic (Trial Judgement) IT-98-33 (2 August 2001), para. 529. 
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The ICTY had two remarkable cases that dealt with the crime of 
forcible transfer; Prosecutor v. Gotovina11 and Prosecutor v. Stakic.12 The 
case of Gotovina reveals the dilemma on how an accurate categorization 
of the crime is necessary to lead to a conviction, while the case of Stakic 
paves the way to the liberal interpretation of crimes involving 
displacement. 

 
Prosecutor v. Gotovina: Confusion between Crime against 
Humanity and War Crime 
 
The case of Gotovina, along with other ICTY decisions, ‘reveal a 

temptation to dilute the laws of war in order to criminalize civilian 
suffering by invoking the broader concept of crimes against 
humanity.’13 Crimes against humanity and war crimes are separate 
concepts but are intricately linked. This usually creates confusion in the 
jurisprudence of the criminal courts. However, looking closely into the 
nature of these laws will reveal that they apply in different 
circumstances. 

Crimes against humanity first emerged under the Charter of the 
International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg.14 It aims to protect 
civilian populations irrespective of nationality.15 The primary 
consideration is its scale or gravity which shows ‘an exceptional degree 
of moral turpitude.’16 This is based on human rights law on the right to 
life and safety of every human being. 

On the other hand, war crimes are seen through the lens of 
international humanitarian law. International humanitarian law is a set 
of laws that supersede human rights law in times of armed conflict, 

 
11  Prosecutor v. Gotovina (Trial Judgement) IT-06-90-T (15 April 2011). 
12  Prosecutor v. Stakic (Trial Judgement) IT-97-24-T (31 July 2003). 
13  Payam Akhavan, ‘Reconciling Crimes Against Humanity with the Laws of War’, 
in Journal of International Criminal Justice, Vol. 6 (2008), p. 22. 
14  A. Szpak, ‘International Humanitarian Law and International Human Rights Law 
Before ICTY – Contradictory or Complementary Legal System?’ in Conference of the 
International Journal of Arts & Sciences (2014), p. 304, available at 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/271079425_International_Humanitarian_
Law_and_International_Human_Rights_Law_Before_ICTY_-
_Contradictory_or_Complementary_Legal_Systems. 
15  Payam Akhavan, ‘Reconciling Crimes Against Humanity with the Laws of War’, 
in Journal of International Criminal Justice, Vol. 6 (2008), pp. 23–24. 
16  Ibid., p. 25. 
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whether international or national in character.17 International 
humanitarian law is the set of laws used on war crimes because it 
recognizes that there will be an unavoidable level of violence during an 
armed conflict; that in defending a territory or sovereignty, the military 
will attack and cause damage to the other party. Thus, international 
humanitarian law establishes a standard that in such times of conflict, 
those that are not involved in the violence, will not be harmed. The 
standards that must be met are (1) whether the action of the military is 
necessary for them to defend themselves or to end the conflict,18 and (2) 
whether the violent actions taken is proportionate to the goal that they 
want to attain.19  

In parallel terms, crimes against humanity are committed 
regardless of the existence of war or conflict, as long as the act was part 
of widespread and systematic attack; but war crime only come into 
effect during a conflict. 20  

Despite the difference of application of these two sets of laws, 
judicial interpretations that arise from those laws usually conflate the 
two. In the ICTY Statute, for example, crimes against humanity are still 
linked to the existence of an armed conflict. ICTY Statute, Article 2,21 
punishes the grave breaches of the Geneva Convention of 1949 or crimes 
committed during armed conflicts; while Article 522 punishes crimes 

 
17  1st Geneva Convention of 1864. 
18  See Rome Statute of the ICC, article 8(2)(e)(viii) for specific requirement of 
necessity on forcible transfer. 
19  See Rome Statute of the ICC, article 8(2)(b)(iv) for specific requirement of 
proportionality on forcible transfer. 
20  Prosecutor v. Drazen Erdemovic (Appeal Judgment) IT-96-22-A (7 October 1997), 
para. 21. 
21  ICTY Statute, art. 2 provides: ‘The International Tribunal shall have the power to 
prosecute persons committing or ordering to be committed grave breaches of the 
Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, namely the following acts against persons or 
property protected under the provisions of the relevant Geneva Convention: (a) wilful 
killing; (b) torture or inhuman treatment, including biological experiments; (c) wilfully 
causing great suffering or serious injury to body or health; (d) extensive destruction 
and appropriation of property, not justified by military necessity and carried out 
unlawfully and wantonly; (e) compelling a prisoner of war or a civilian to serve in the 
forces of a hostile power; (f) wilfully depriving a prisoner of war or a civilian of the 
rights of fair and regular trial; (g) unlawful deportation or transfer or unlawful 
confinement of a civilian; (h) taking civilians as hostages.’ 
22  ICTY statute, art. 5 provides: 
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against humanity. However, Article 5 still requires the nexus of the 
crime to an armed conflict, whether international or internal in character 
even though Article 2 essentially punishes war crimes already. The 
nexus requirement puts a question in what context the crime was 
committed. Should it be analysed in the context of war crime or under a 
crime against humanity? Can one act be penalized under both contexts? 

Another example, is when the ICTY recognized the existence of 
an armed conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina in relation to the crimes 
being prosecuted in its jurisdiction.23 Upon this recognition, it would 
have been logical that the cases be analysed in the perspective of 
military necessity and proportionality under the laws of war.24  

In the case of Gotovina, the accused was indicted of crimes against 
humanity for the deportation and forcible transfer of Krajina Serb 
population through threats and/or violent and intimidating acts prior to 
the occupation of the territory.25 Looking closely at Article 5 of the ICTY 
Statute, the crimes against humanity includes only deportation and not 
forcible transfer. The act of forcible transfer is punished under Article 2. 
Penalizing Gotovina under Article 5 instead of Article 2 seems like a 
violation of Article 21 of the ICTY Statute which ensures the rights of the 
accused to a fair trial and hearing. Because while both crimes relate to 
the involuntary and unlawful evacuation of individuals from the 
territory in which they reside, deportation presumes transfer beyond 
State borders, whereas forcible transfer relates to displacements within a 
State.  

The crime of forcibly transferring the Krajina Serb population 
through threats and/or violent and intimidation should have been 
prosecuted as a separate crime under Article 2 of the ICTY Statute. It is 
not merely an additional act in committing crimes against humanity. 
This way, the court will think about each act of the perpetrator and the 

 
The International Tribunal shall have the power to prosecute persons responsible for 
the following crimes when committed in armed conflict, whether international or 
internal in character, and directed against any civilian population: (a) murder; (b) 
extermination; (c) enslavement; (d) deportation; (e) imprisonment; (f) torture; (g) rape; 
(h) persecutions on political, racial and religious grounds; (i) other inhumane acts. 
23  Prosecutor v. Dusko Tadic (Appeal Judgement) IT-94-1-A (15 July 1999). 
24  Nobuo Hayashi, ‘Requirements of Military Necessity in International 
Humanitarian Law and International Criminal Law’, in Boston University International 
Law Journal, Vol. 28 (2010), p. 42.  
25  Prosecutor v. Gotovina (Trial Judgement) IT-06-90-T (15 April 2011), para. 1510. 
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appropriate penalty for each. It will not just be lumped together as a 
single crime when each act would have warranted a different penalty. 
The victims would have felt more sense of justice in that because each 
violation that was committed against them is properly analysed and 
each perpetrator is given an exact punishment for their every crime. 

Unfortunately, the prosecution deemed it proper that the accused 
be indicted under ‘other inhumane acts’ of Article 5 so that the forcible 
transfer will still be considered as a crime against humanity. The Court 
itself admitted that forcible transfer is allowed in limited circumstances 
in the context of an armed conflict, but the court ultimately stated that 
forcible transfer is ‘more appropriately dealt with when considering the 
general elements of crimes against humanity.’26 

This confusion leads to two things: (a) the criminalization of 
combat, and (b) the misdirection of resources. 

 
(a) Criminalization of Combat 

As mentioned earlier, international humanitarian law is the set of 
laws used on war crimes because it recognizes that there will be 
violence during an armed conflict. However, human rights law, used to 
analyse crimes against humanity, does not acknowledge any exception 
to any acts of the military. This could lead to ‘criminalization of 
combat’.27 The use of human rights law instead of international 
humanitarian law will bring confusion to the parties of an armed 
conflict as to the bounds of tactics and attacks they can employ. The 
confusion waters down the principle of international humanitarian law 
that parties to a conflict are allowed to act against their opponent as 
long as it adheres to principles of necessity and proportionality.  

If the ICC will employ the same analysis, then all actions of the 
military or anyone involved in the combat will be considered a crime 
even if it is necessary to defend themselves or to win the conflict. The 
criminalization of combat is a possible violation of Article 22 of the 
Rome Statute which provides that the definition of a crime shall be 
strictly construed and shall not be extended by analogy. It also states 
that in case of ambiguity, the definition shall be interpreted in favour of 
the person being investigated, prosecuted or convicted.  

 
26  Prosecutor v. Gotovina (Trial Judgement) IT-06-90-T (15 April 2011), para. 1740. 
27  Payam Akhavan, ‘Reconciling Crimes Against Humanity with the Laws of War’, 
in Journal of International Criminal Justice, Vol. 6 (2008), p. 35. 
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The proper determination of the crime also affects the sentence 
that the court will give to the accused. Crimes against humanity is 
always given the maximum sentence28 compared to a possible lesser 
sentence under war crime. This violates the principle of right of the 
accused to a fair trial under Article 67 of the ICC. 

These are grounds for appeal29 of the accused to overturn the 
court’s decision. Thus, an inaccurate appreciation of the court of the 
crimes committed opens the case to a prolonged trial and if there is 
found to be a violation of the Article 22 of the Rome Statute, it could 
even lead to the dismissal of the case. 

Despite the court’s eagerness to show that they can exact justice, 
it must do so with caution and precision. Justice to the victims will only 
be attained if the court will understand the nature of what the victims 
experienced and give out the appropriate penalty to the perpetrator. 
‘We do not contribute to the viability of [International Humanitarian 
Law] by indulging in creative reclassification so that an act which is 
regarded from one perspective as lawful can be regarded as unlawful 
because we changed the label.’30 

 
(b) Misdirection of resources 

The determination of the nature of the crime of forcible transfer 
directs the evidence needed to satisfy the elements of the crime. If the 
act of forcible transfer is analysed as a war crime from the very start, the 
prosecution need not prove a widespread attack against civilians but 
only that the attack was not necessary and proportional to attain a valid 
military objective. This would help the court to focus its resources in 
analysing the circumstances surrounding the displacement rather than 
in running after many witnesses to establish that it is widespread and 
systematic. Given that the ICC has limited resources and does not have 
its own police force, it is important to use the resources efficiently to 
ensure that the evidence gathered corresponds to the proper crime that 
the accused is indicted. 

 
28  Micaela Frulli, ‘Are Crimes against Humanity More Serious than War Crimes?’ in 
European Journal of International Law, Vol. 12 (2001), pp. 329–350. 
29  See Rome Statute of the ICC, article 81 and 82. 
30    W.J. Fenrick, ‘Crimes in Combat: The Relationship between Crimes Against 
Humanity and War Crimes’ in Journal of International Criminal Justice, Vol. 6 (2008), p. 
16. 
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Prosecutor v. Stakic: The Dilemma of Constantly Changing 
Frontlines 
 
The ICTY was always strict on interpreting the distinction 

between deportation and forcible transfer based on the destination 
requirement. While both crimes relate to the involuntary and unlawful 
evacuation of individuals from the territory in which they reside, 
deportation presumes transfer beyond State borders, whereas forcible 
transfer relates to displacements within a State. The case of Prosecutor v. 
Milomir Stakic31 expressed the problem of strict adherence to the 
destination requirement which makes prosecuting criminals guilty of 
forcible transfer challenging.  

Stakic was indicted under Article 5 of the ICTY Statute for 
committing crimes against humanity through deportation and other 
inhumane acts (for forcible transfer) for driving out the non-Serb 
population out of the municipality of Prjedor. It adopted a more liberal 
definition of deportation in order to accommodate the acts the 
displacements that happened even without crossing a national border. 
The Court found Stakic guilty of the crime of deportation. However, he 
was not found guilty under the crime of other inhumane acts for forcible 
transfers. According to the court, they applied a liberal interpretation 
with the crime of deportation to include even forcible transfers thus, the 
perpetrator has been punished under Article 5(d) of the International 
Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia Statute.  

However, subsequent cases refused to adopt the same liberal 
interpretation. It was considered a stray decision. For example, the case 
of Brdjanin did not agree with the view forwarded by the case of Stakic. 
It argued that customary international law must be applied and under 
customary international law, deportation requires the population to 
cross an internationally recognized border. It added that the Stakic trial 
judgment is an excellent policy argument but until then, the customary 
international law must apply.32 

Despite being considered as a diversion from the usual 
jurisprudence, the case of Stakic should be given great consideration as it 
addresses a practical concern in prosecuting crimes of forcible transfer. 

 
31  Prosecutor v. Stakic (Trial Judgement) IT-97-24-T (31 July 2003). 
32  Prosecutor v. Brdjanin (Trial Judgement) IT-99-36-T, para. 542. 
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The lead prosecutor in the case of Stakic admitted the difficulty of 
obtaining evidence for specific crimes related to forcible transfer. 
According to her, not all Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) are 
recorded.33 It is also difficult to prove if the reason of the displacement is 
due to the conflict and the victims are usually reluctant to testify or to 
provide evidence for fear of retaliation.34  

Considering the strict adherence of the court on established 
frontlines, then IDPs will be required to bring proof that they did not 
cross any border when they left their homes before any war criminal can 
be convicted. This is an additional burden for the population who has 
lost so much already. As pointed out, most of them are not recorded in 
any agency, more so when and where they were displaced during the 
conflict. Moreover, it is difficult to identify which force is occupying the 
place on the day that a population is forcibly transferred given that in 
war, things constantly change. 

Beset by a complicated reality of war, what must be considered is 
the ‘broader meaning of the word, the initial concept, the legislator’s 
purpose and the sense and spirit of the norm.’35 The aim of the court 
should be to prosecute the acts of the perpetrator for depriving the IDPs 
of their right to remain in their home, rather than obsessing over the 
element of destination as within or without a recognized border.  

In the case of Prosecutor v. Krnojelac, it was pointed out that ‘the 
prohibition against forcible displacements aims at safeguarding the 
right and aspiration of individuals to live in their communities and 
homes without outside interference. The forced character of 
displacement and the forced uprooting of the inhabitants of a territory 
entail the criminal responsibility or the perpetrator, not the destination 

 
33  Joanna Korner, Criminal Justice and Forced Displacement in the Former Yugoslavia 
(Brookings-LSE Project on Internal Displacement, July 2012), available at 
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Brookings-Displacement-Criminal-
Justice-Yugoslavia-CaseStudy-2012-English.pdf. 
34  Joanna Korner, Criminal Justice and Forced Displacement in the Former Yugoslavia 
(Brookings-LSE Project on Internal Displacement, July 2012), p. 9, available at 
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Brookings-Displacement-Criminal-
Justice-Yugoslavia-CaseStudy-2012-English.pdf. 
35   Federico Andreu-Guzman, Criminal Justice and Forced Displacement: International and 
National Perspectives (Brookings-LSE Project on Internal Displacement, 2013), available 
at https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Research-Brief-Displacement-
Criminal-Justice-Andreu-Guzman.pdf. 
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to which these inhabitants are sent.’36 A concern may be raised that this 
could lead to the removal of the distinction between the IDPs and the 
refugees.  

As mentioned earlier, the only distinction between the two sets of 
displaced population is the crossing of national borders. The distinction 
matters when the displaced population seek out an asylum abroad 
because there are a set of requirements before it can be granted. 
However, it does not matter much in prosecuting war crimes. The spirit 
of the international documents that protect them is to ensure their safety 
from the time they were displaced until they return to their own nation 
after the war. The ICC can uphold the goal of protecting the displaced 
population by prosecuting acts of displacement whether an 
international border was crossed or not. In fact, it is even an impetus for 
a better implementation of the laws because the perpetrators cannot 
hide behind the technicality of the element of destination.  
 This kind of interpretation should not pose a problem to the ICC 
because the crimes of internal displacement always bring together the 
words, “deportation or forcible transfer”. With the operative word “or”, 
shows that what the Statute aims is to give justice to the unjustified 
removal of a population from their homes whether they were forced to 
cross a border or not. Hence, the court must not be limited in their 
interpretation as to the determination of the border because at the end of 
it, the act that must be punished is the deprivation of home. 

 
Proposal and Conclusion 
 
Recognizing the increasing concern of forcible transfer, this paper 

considered two decisions of the ICTY to analyse why there have been no 
successful conviction on forcible transfer yet.  

Upon close perusal, the paper recognized two problems: the 
confusion of the nature of the crime and the constantly changing 
frontlines. Suggestions are forwarded on how the ICC may incorporate 
the previous analyses on cases of forcible transfer. 

First, the case of Gotovina showed how the ICTY mostly 
considered the act of forcible transfer as a crime against humanity even 
if it has been declared that an armed conflict was present. This leads to 
‘criminalization of combat’ that dilutes the principles of international 

 
36 Prosecutor v. Krnojelac (Appeal Judgement) IT-97-25-A, para. 218. 
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humanitarian law. The paper calls on the ICC to be careful on how they 
categorize the acts of the perpetrator. Ideally, it should start with the 
prosecution and the defence counsel. However, the trial chamber can 
still call it out when they write their decisions. It is important to note 
that the ICC ‘definitely divorced crimes against humanity from armed 
conflict, enshrining its autonomy as a concept rooted in human rights.’37 
The court must be careful to maintain this distinction for better 
resolution of the cases. 

An accurate categorization of the crime will lead to an efficient 
collection of evidence for the prosecutor or the defence counsel and a 
better appreciation by the ICC. For example, if it is done under the 
context of war the focus will be on proving the necessity and 
proportionality of the act to attain a valid military objective. Lastly, an 
accurate categorization will protect the right to due process of the 
accused because they will be given a sentence that is appropriate for the 
crimes they committed. 

Second, upon accurate determination of the crime, the ICC ought 
to consider the complex realities of post-war cases to give justice to the 
displaced population. One such difficulty is ascertaining the constantly 
changing frontlines during the conflict, which makes it hard to convict 
an accused for the war crime of forcible transfer. What the ICC must 
focus on is the spirit of the law. The essence of the crime is the 
deprivation of the people’s right to stay at their home. If this were to be 
given the greater consideration rather than the obsession with borders, 
then a conviction for forcible transfer may be possible.  

The Rome Statute laid down a wide avenue for the ICC to convict 
crimes of forcible transfer. For the law to be an effective tool of justice to 
the displaced population, the Court must employ the liberal 
interpretation of forced displacement as earlier applied in the Stakic 
case. The law will be useless if the ICC will still adhere to a strict 
interpretation earlier employed by the ICTY. The ICC must pave the 
way that the once stray decision of Stakic become the primary example 
of the proper interpretation of the law on displacement. 

Recognition of the act as a crime is only the start, what is more 
important is the successful prosecution of the perpetrators. It gives 

 
 
37 Payam Akhavan, ‘Reconciling Crimes Against Humanity with the Laws of War’, in 
Journal of International Criminal Justice, Vol. 6 (2008), p. 26. 
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people a reason to believe that the place they once called home is safe 
and they can return and rebuild their lives again. For example, in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, ‘the relatively large number of public indictments 
issued by the ICTY against the commandants and guards of the several 
concentration camps . . . were crucial to opening up the area for large-
scale return.’38 Criminal prosecution is necessary for affected 
individuals to live in security in a post-conflict society.39 

Internal displacement is now a major global concern. The 
international community has been aiding affected populations as much 
as it can, but their increasing numbers have become overwhelming. The 
ICC can do its part so the depressing number of people uprooted from 
their homes will not increase. The successful prosecution of criminals 
who committed war crimes of forced displacement will be an impetus 
for future leaders to consider their actions because they know that 
justice will catch up with them.  

 

 
38 ‘The Continuing Challenge of Refugee Return in Bosnia and Herzegovina’ in Europe 
Report No. 137 (2002). 
39 Joanna Korner, Criminal Justice and Forced Displacement in the Former Yugoslavia 
(Brookings-LSE Project on Internal Displacement, July 2012), p. 11, available at 
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Brookings-Displacement-Criminal-
Justice-Yugoslavia-CaseStudy-2012-English.pdf. 
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Paul E. Pedisich. Congress Buys a Navy: Politics, Economics, and 
the rise of American Naval Power, 1881-1921. Annapolis MD: Naval 
Institute Press. 2016. ISBN: 978-1682470770. Pp. viii, 287. Hardback, 
$39.95.  
 
Ryan A. Wadle. Selling Sea Power: Public Relations and the U.S. 
Navy, 1917-1941. Nebraska: University of Oklahoma Press. 2019. 
ISBN: 978-08-08-16280-5. Pp. xiii, 298. Hardback, $34.95. 
 
 
 

These two books, both based on doctorial theses, offer 
distinctive approaches to some old questions. Why did the United 
States decide to build a modern navy in the 1880s, and how did it 
become a peer competitor for the Royal Navy within three decades? 
  Older accounts tended to focus on executive action, 
Presidents and Navy Secretaries, along with other agendas ranging 
from the strategic and policy arguments of Alfred Thayer Mahan, the 
overproduction of steel and Steven Topik’s Trade and Gunboats: 
United States and Brazil in the Age of Empire (Stanford 1997), which 
highlighted economic expansion. Paul Pedisich shifts the focus to 
Congress. Here committees and votes processed executive ambition 
through the grim reality of partisan politics, shaped by local or 
regional self-interest, while widespread ideological aversion to big, 
or indeed any defence, along with private defence industries, limited 
support for ships in favour of extensive shore bases. Fears that a 
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Military Industrial Complex could distort government spending long 
predated the Eisenhower administration.  

Working through the annual budget process, Pedisich exposes 
the backgrounds and agendas of the key players, adding a level of 
specificity and realism missing from older accounts, many of which 
were generated or supported by the Navy and its propagandists, a 
subject that Ryan Wadle addresses. Much of the extant literature 
celebrates the inevitable rise of American naval power––yet nothing 
was inevitable. Pedisich’s approach emphasises how fundamentally 
uninterested late nineteenth-century America was in naval power, 
and the wider world in which it would operate, a reality that 
endured long after the outbreak of the First World War. 

Despite the publicity generated by Mahan and Theodore 
Roosevelt, the average American was not convinced that their tax 
dollar should be spent on warships. The need for a Navy was shaped 
by economic policy. Maintaining very high tariff barriers against 
British imports suited Republican backing industrialists, but 
damaged Anglo-American relations. While Democrat President 
Grover Cleveland’s 1888 plan to cut tariffs to benefit the poor, was 
equally well suited to improving Anglo-American relations, the 
Navy remained a side issue. Later, at a time when relations were 
improving, ‘Teddy’ Roosevelt would support tariff reciprocity with 
Britain, but his international view was unusual among American 
Presidents. 

Roosevelt’s ambitious naval plans were consistently thwarted 
by Congress, which wilfully created a navy of battleships, without 
the supporting cruisers and destroyers needed to wage war. In 1917 
the US Navy entered the war with three outdated light cruisers, and 
several large, obsolescent pre-Dreadnought armoured cruisers. The 
money had been spent on outsize ‘pork-barrel’ shore establishments, 
spread across as many states as could find an excuse. These shore 
establishments tied the votes of state employees to one location, 
ocean-going cruisers did not. When Brooklyn Navy Yard was 
enlarged to build battleships, the object was political: the 
Administration held the local seat. This experience explains why 
Alfred T. Mahan wondered if a democracy could sustain a large 
navy in the long term, and why the United States Navy invested so 
heavily in public relations.  

In essence the American Navy was not a strategic necessity, or 
a vote winner. Most Americans simply didn’t care. There was no 
equivalent to Britain’s ‘We Want Eight and We Won’t Wait’ agitation 
of 1908-09. Both the American press and the American public 
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remained mute on naval issues. Roosevelt did not get the Navy he 
wanted, as Congress consistently cut his plans, but he managed to 
get it to accept the leap in size and cost that followed the 
Dreadnought revolution of 1906. This was no easy choice, as German 
uncertainty at the time indicates. When Britain raised the stakes at 
sea, it hoped other navies would be unable to find the necessary 
funds.  

The election of Woodrow Wilson and his Southern Democrat 
allies in 1913, replacing the Republicans who favoured Northern 
industry, exposed the reality of American navalism. Wilson was a 
Southerner, as were most of his Cabinet, including Navy Secretary 
Josephus Daniels, along with the new Chief of Naval Operations 
Admiral William Benson. Benson was appointed over the heads of 30 
more senior officers on the basis of regional credentials, partisan 
loyalty and his lack of Northern elite connections. Neither Daniels, a 
campaigning teetotal newspaper publisher, nor Wilson had any 
interest in the Navy other than as a domestic vote winner. The Navy 
was redeployed to assist South Carolina, and a State funded armour 
plant was built in West Virginia. In detailing the process, not only 
does Pedisich highlight the racist segregation policies that Wilson 
imposed on the Navy, but he also suggests corruption. Navy budgets 
were trimmed, leaving the fleet undermanned. This hampered 
Wilsons’ attempt to intervene in Mexico. Despite the War in Europe, 
Wilson cut the Naval Budget in the spring of 1915, enabling the 
Republican opposition to attack the administration for its overt lack 
of ‘preparedness’. Wilson’s administration ignored its own naval 
advisory body, and reacted against the industrial lobbyists calling for 
more expenditure.  

The dramatic shift to a massive multi-year naval expansion 
programme in 1916 reflected the impact of British economic warfare 
on the Southern Cotton Growers, and other Democratic leaning 
commercial lobbyists who were essential to re-electing the President. 
Wilson saw battleships as political tools to be used in the interests of 
American commerce, to bully the British into conceding ‘Freedom of 
the Seas’, which would prevent Britain imposing effective economic 
warfare in future. He did not expect to have to use the ships. The 
mismatch between the economic interests of a neutral power, and the 
existential importance of Britain’s primary strategic weapon was 
always going to provoke a reaction. His only rationale for this policy 
was that it would encourage Germany, which had complained about 
the blockade, to make peace. Wilson also proposed a League of 
Nations designed to enshrine American dominance of world trade. 
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This despite being warned that ‘Freedom’ was an existential issue for 
Britain, a unique global seapower state that relied on sea control as 
its’ primary weapon.  

Few accounts address the problems that the 1916 programme 
threw up, lack of suitable slipways, and other construction facilities, 
which led to rushed work and poor workmanship. Many of these 
facilities had to be completely rebuilt in the 1930s, while orders for 
the larger vessels were delayed. Much of the 1916 programme was 
suspended when America entered the war, only to be revived and 
extended with another batch of capital ships in 1918, additional 
weapons to wield at the inevitable peace conference, directed against 
Britain, the last global power. 

However, Wilson’s enthusiasm had carried him beyond his 
domestic support base. When British Prime Minister Lloyd George 
called Wilson’s bluff at Versailles, the President had to back down. 
Congress rejected his League of Nations on 1 March 1920, and 
dramatically slowed funding for his fleet. New Republican President 
Warren Harding preferred disarmament to arms racing, and opened 
talks with Britain, establishing the basis for the Washington Treaty of 
1922. As Pedisich concludes ‘the Navy’s order of battle continued to 
rest on the appropriation decisions of 435 representatives and 100 
senators in the US.S. Congress’ (p. 237). Harding understood, as 
Wilson had not, that very few of those men had any interest in 
funding a Navy to compete with that of Britain.  

Much more might be derived from this important, if 
underdeveloped study: not least the obvious point that the ‘New’ US 
Navy was voted into existence by sectional interests firmly focussed 
on terrestrial political advantage, and that naval policy must be 
examined alongside US tariff policies. A desire to expand the 
Monroe Doctrine into economic hegemony over the Western 
Hemisphere prompted the initial impulse to replace the decrepit 
Civil War fleet of wooden cruisers. Republican reliance on big 
business favoured high tariffs against imports, and the use of 
forceful diplomacy to secure new markets tended to encourage tariff 
concessions. Roosevelt favoured tariff reciprocity. When he pushed 
for Dreadnoughts in 1908, ‘Congress acted with restraint and instead 
directed its attention to Navy infrastructure, forfeiting the 
opportunity to strengthen the ability of the Navy to command the 
seas’ (p. 169). The political stand-off between a President with 
international concerns and a Congress more concerned to secure 
political support at a local level resulted in a battleship navy without 
the cruisers and destroyers needed to function at sea, and a bloated 
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shore footprint, which had very little military value in a war fought 
thousands of miles from the American coast. For most Americans the 
navy was a long way away, and few cared. The same situation 
prevailed in Imperial Germany, as Alfred von Tirpitz ruefully 
confessed. The key difference was that Imperial diktat could create a 
whole new navy, while Roosevelt’s Presidential aspiration only 
secured a battlefleet. In neither state did the Navy occupy the central 
position in the economic and cultural life of the nation that the Royal 
Navy always took for granted.  

Ryan Wadle’s study of US Navy public relations overlaps 
with the Pedisich’s text in the critical years 1917-22. The arc of the 
book, linking American entry into one World War to the next, is 
dominated by anxiety and suspicion. Wadle’s first four chapters 
examine the evolution of naval public relations, before shifting 
attention to naval identity, the strategic mission, and technology.  

The end of the war in late 1918 and the looming prospect of 
budget cuts and potentially international disarmament alarmed a 
naval leadership which had recently been given carte blanche to build 
a massive fleet by a wilfully ignorant President. The Navy’s response 
to this windfall, and the prospect of deep post-war cuts, was self-
promotion. 

The First World War had not made Americans love the Navy 
which had very little public recognition for its efforts. Not only did 
the Army remain the dominant service, but through the Army Air 
Corps it neatly tied itself to the latest iteration of military modernity. 
By 1918, aeroplanes had replaced dreadnoughts as the icons of future 
warfare. Consequently, the Navy’s primary inter-war battle was with 
Army Air Force, with the purpose to block the creation of an RAF-
style unified Air Force, a cause heavily promoted by General ‘Billy’ 
Mitchell, while a wider campaign  was waged to reach a resolutely 
uninterested public that had no appetite for costly programmes. 
Congress tended to reflect the national mood.  

The Navy’s propaganda efforts occasionally bordered on 
hysteria. Some influential players were obsessed with the notion that 
Britain was actively campaigning against the US Navy. Notable 
among them was Captain Dudley Knox, a close confidant of rising 
star Ernest King, later the wartime Fleet Admiral who was the first 
head of the new Naval Historical Centre, which was based on British 
practice. Knox attributed any anti-Navy rhetoric in the press to 
British spies and was deeply suspicious of British journalists with 
access to American newspapers. He believed the British were 
spreading misinformation to prevent America building up to the 
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Washington Treaty limit, thereby preserving British naval 
dominance. He and other senior officers saw the Washington Treaty 
as a defeat for the US, despite being shaped by the Harding 
Administration. They also criticised the American people for not 
supporting the fleet. In truth, as Pedisisch has shown, Congress 
limited spending between the wars, because it and the American 
people more generally, did not want a war with Britain, recognising 
that the two states had wholly different strategic needs: ‘the public 
showed little enthusiasm for a rivalry with the United Kingdom’ (p. 
191).  

Consequently, when the Navy tried to define a suitably grand 
strategic mission it met serious opposition from wide sections of a 
public that saw no need for high levels of defence spending, arms 
manufacturers, or naval alarmists. The leading proponent of this 
agenda, radical historian Charles Beard, in his 1931 book The Navy 
Defence or Portent?, urged Americans to demand more information 
about the purpose of the Navy. His critique of institutional self-
interest implied the service had been allowed to expand far beyond 
what was necessary for American security, serving big business 
interests, linked to Navy League propaganda and careerist officers. 
Naval officers, including Dudley Knox, rushed to rebut this powerful 
polemic. The Navy was saved from more serious criticism by the 
Great Depression. Franklin D. Roosevelt used the Democratic 
majority in both Houses to commit ‘New Deal’ money to warship 
building because he, like cousin Teddy, was a navalist with 
experience of wartime naval administration. Another President may 
have made very different choices about those funds, a less compliant 
Congress would have blocked the initiative.  

Charles Beard had a point: in the 1920s the Navy had used the 
aeroplane and the airship to generate support across the county, 
visiting profoundly land-locked mid-Western States, and joining in 
long-distance air races, and the International Schneider seaplane 
trophy races that spawned the Spitfire. This costly programme ran 
alongside the development of carrier-based aviation, which was less 
easy to showcase in Kansas. Admiral William Moffet’s Bureau of 
Aeronautics defeated ‘Billy’ Mitchell, saved naval aviation, and 
expended vast sums propping up the Goodyear Corporations rigid 
airship programme. All three American built ‘Zeppelins’ crashed, 
two with heavy loss of life, including Moffett, before these 
propaganda projects were cancelled. The focus shifted to the massive 
new aircraft carriers Lexington and Saratoga, which, like all pre 1942 
American carriers, carried anti-British names. In the 1930s, naval 
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aviation became a backdrop for Hollywood films, which included 
dramatic scenes of dive-bombing attacks. The 1931 film Hell Divers! 
starred Clark Gable, with future Battle of Midway fighter ace John 
Thach among the real pilots. Anxious not to reveal any secrets, the 
Navy insisted the films were censored to hide the arrester wires from 
prying British eyes! While the 1986 film Top Gun reworked the 
formula for another era, Dudley Knox would have been horrified to 
discover that the director of the ultimate US Navy propaganda film 
was British!  

Public relations techniques were also used to enhance naval 
recruiting, projecting a very specific image of masculinity, self-
improvement and travel that would attract ambitious young white 
American males. The new message countered older stereotypes of 
sailors as unsuitable outsiders that threatened the values and morals 
of a profoundly terrestrial nation. New technology proved a useful 
hook for publicity, as dreadnoughts were replaced by aviation and 
submarines, another subject for several Hollywood films. The 
development of escape apparatus for the crews of sunken 
submarines, which featured in pre-war films, highlighted the Navy’s 
claim to be technologically advanced and safety conscious. However, 
cutting edge technology remained dangerous, and casualties tended 
to dampen the impact of the message. The Navy’s best efforts failed 
to counter the superior allure of the Army and Army Air Corps in 
the minds of potential recruits. 

While Wadle focuses on the question of how effective the 
naval public relations effort was, there remains a more profound 
question. Why did the US Navy need to work so hard on its image? 
The simple answer is that the post-Civil War United States had a 
limited engagement with the sea, while the ‘defence’ argument 
proved strikingly weak until Japan actually attacked in December 
1941. Pointing to Britain as a potential opponent backfired, and no 
other Navy had the ability to reach continental America, let alone 
attack. While Wadle highlights how the Navy supported big-navy 
publications like Harold and Margaret Sprout’s Mahanian text The 
Rise of American Naval Power, 1776-1918 (Princeton 1939), and actively 
suppressed alternative texts that advocated a cruiser navy, like the 
one that served between 1865 and 1898, he overlooks the funding 
and output of the United States Naval Institute, and its dedicated 
navalist press. This press remains the primary source of pro-US 
Navy literature, is based alongside the Naval Academy at Annapolis, 
and published Pedisich’s book. 
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It would be useful to know if there was any substance to 
Dudley Knox’s complaint that the British were spying or spreading 
disinformation. The wartime work of British propaganda (key items 
written by Julian Corbett) had been successful, and was familiar to 
many, especially those like Knox, who had spent 1917-18 in London, 
working alongside the Royal Navy. It is unlikely: the Royal Navy, 
unlike the United States Navy, remained the dominant service in 
national and imperial planning, and national identity. It avoided 
unseemly efforts at self-promotion, and, having invented the aircraft 
carrier, and shared the plans with the Americans in 1918, it is 
unlikely had much to learn from them in 1931. Ultimately the US 
Navy used public relations, itself an American invention, to address 
a major problem. It had to maintain or advance the image of a service 
that had little support among the populace, had been effectively 
demolished after the Civil War, and feared a return to the atrophy 
and irrelevance of the 1870s. The security of the continental United 
States did not require a big Navy. It did not depend on imported 
food, fuel or raw materials, and could easily out-mobilise any sea 
borne invader. Neither Britain nor Japan had the military manpower 
to wage war in the Americas. Little wonder then, that Congress did 
not want to foot the bill, instead diverting money to shore 
establishments that secured political support for incumbent 
administrations. The Navy served steel manufacturers, shipbuilders, 
and big business more generally. It did not resonate with the public. 
The United States emerged as the world’s dominant naval power 
during the Second World War, but it still viewed the Navy as a 
means to project military power onto the land. Sea control, the 
security of commerce and free use of the seas were minor concerns, 
best left to allies like Britain that depend on the oceans.  

These two books will prompt a more incisive enquiry into the 
origins of the modern US Navy, and should also encourage similar 
studies of the politics and public relations of other fleets, and in other 
eras.  
 
 

Andrew Lambert 
King’s College London, UK 
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Michael Clarke (ed.). Terrorism and Counter-Terrorism in China: 
Domestic and Foreign Policy Dimensions. London: Hurst & 
Company, 2018. ISBN: 978-18-49-04877-4. 279pp. Hardback, £35,00. 
 
 

As a jeep ploughed through Tiananmen Square in October 
2013 and burned out against one of the stone bridges just outside the 
Gate of Heavenly Peace, the unrest of Xinjiang was brought home to 
the Chinese leadership’s doorstep. The assailants, a family of Uyghur 
origins, died in the car crash while two bystanders also suffered fatal 
injuries.1 The attacks were attributed to the East Turkestan Islamic 
Movement (ETIM) and were later praised by the Turkestan Islamic 
Party (TIP), its successor. The following year, the Chinese Ministry of 
Public Security announced its campaign to ‘strike hard against 
violent terrorism’,2 which was followed in 2016 by the appointment 
of Chen Quanquo, formerly party strongman in Tibet, to oversee the 
CCP’s activities in Xinjiang. 3  Efforts to deradicalise (去极端化 ) 
culminated in a policy of ‘concentrated re-education’ (集中教育转化), 

 
1 It would be the first and certainly the most symbolic attack of that year, which 
would see a deadly stabbing spree in a Kunming train station and car bombs set off 
in the streets of Urumqi. T. Phillips, ‘China Sentences Three to Death for 
Tiananmen Square Attack’, in The Telegraph (16 June 2014), online at  
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/10902074/China-
sentences-three-to-death-for-Tiananmen-Square-attack.html (Here and below, web 
resources last accessed on 10 January 2020); J. Kaiman, & T. Branigan, ‘Kunming 
Knife Attack: Xinjiang Separatists Blamed for ‘Chinese 9/11’’, in The Guardian (2 
March 2014), online at 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/mar/02/kunming-knife-attack-
muslim-separatists-xinjiang-china; and Associated Press, ‘Urumqi Car and Bomb 
Attack Kills Dozens’, in The Guardian (22 May 2014), online at 
 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/22/china-urumqi-car-bomb-
attack-xinjiang. 
2  J. Doyon, ‘Understanding China’s Community-Focused Counter-Terrorism 
Tactics,’ in War on the Rocks (14 January 2019), online at 
https://warontherocks.com/2019/01/counter-extremism-in-xinjiang-
understanding-chinas-community-focused-counter-terrorism-tactics/. 
3  A. Zenz, & J. Leibold, ‘Chen Quanquo: The Strongman Behind Beijing’s 
Securitization Strategy in Tibet and Xinjiang’, in China Brief (21 September 2017), 
online at https://jamestown.org/program/chen-quanguo-the-strongman-behind-
beijings-securitization-strategy-in-tibet-and-xinjiang/.  
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which would see many of the Uyghur people interned in centres 
across the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.4  

This edited volume is an excellent contribution to 
understanding the primary causes and effect of the ongoing unrests 
in Xinjiang and the security policies adopted by the Chinese state to 
what it views as a gathering of the ‘three evils’ (三股势力) towards its 
rule––terrorism, separatism, and extremism––which are largely 
isolated to this region (p. 2). The ethno-religious dividing lines 
visible herein make for a highly contentious topic,5 leading to blind 
spots in our understanding of Xinjiang and the plight of its people, 
the Muslim Uyghur population. Located in the middle of East, South 
and Central Asia and inhabited by Turkic and Mongol peoples, this 
region has throughout its history been marked by intermittent 
control by the Chinese state and, since the creation of the People’s 
Republic of China in 1949, by policies of Han settlement and the 
extension of the state’s control apparatus (pp. 22; 29). With an 
abundance of natural resources across approximately 1/6 of the 
PRC’s territory (pp. 40; 44), it is but little surprise that this important 
frontier region finds itself literally on the fringes of the harmonious 
society as envisioned by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).6 

This book features eight contributors whom readers will 
recognise for their work on a diversity of related areas. Broadly 
speaking, there are three main themes that connect these pieces: (1) 
the evolution of Chinese counter-terrorism policies; (2) the impact of 
transnational linkages on the changing character of the Uyghur 
revolt; and (3) the consequences for China’s trade and investment 
interests abroad, most especially in the context of the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI).  

The book’s first chapter, written by the editor Michael Clarke, 
zooms in on how, since 2001, the global war on terror has played an 
important role in how the Chinese state defines the challenges posed 
by Uyghur revolts (pp. 17-38). Whereas in the 1990s, separatism 
(which would essentially split the PRC’s territorial unity) was the 

 
4  A. Zenz, ‘Thoroughly Reforming Them towards a Healthy Heart Attitude:’ 
China’s Political Re-education Campaign in Xinjiang’, in Central Asian Survey, Vol. 
38, No. 1 (2019).  
5 T. Grose, ‘How an Academic Journal Censored My Review on Xinjiang’, in Los 
Angeles Review of Books China Channel (13 May 2019), online at 
https://chinachannel.org/2019/05/13/oil-water. 
6 T. Brox, & I. Bellér-Han (Eds.), On the Fringes of the Harmonious Society: Tibetans 
and Uyghurs in Socialist China (NIAS Press, 2014).  
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primary lens through which the issue was perceived (p. 29), the 
international campaign against terrorism, as Clarke argues, provided 
a framework for China not only to ‘deploy significant repressive 
force, in political, legal and police/military terms, to confront the 
perceived threat to Xinjiang’s security posed by Uyghur terrorism, 
but also to establish the political and legal framework through which 
to confront any future challenge to state power’ (p. 3).7 Clarke makes 
an interesting observation when he notes the fear of the authorities 
for either a ‘resurgence of Turkic nationalism or radical Islam’ within 
the region, respectively influenced by the newly independent states 
of Central Asian and the rise of mujahideen factions in Afghanistan 
during the nineties (p. 23).  

These are two rather different images of Uyghur opposition to 
the Chinese party-state, the first referring to the ethnic differences of 
the population towards the predominantly Han-Chinese state, the 
second to presumed religious linkages to the global movement of 
jihad. This distinction  is explored more in-depth by Sean Roberts, 
who argues that Uyghur militancy is a self-fulfilling prophecy in 
which the terrorist threat and the state-led counter-terrorism 
campaign predate exclusively terrorist acts committed by Uyghur 
cells before 2013 (pp. 99-128). As the author observes, ‘most of the 
violent incident could not be conclusively characterized as 
terrorism.’ Roberts also raises doubts about the capability of both 
ETIM and TIP to carry out attacks ‘within China, let alone […] 
outside the PRC’ (pp. 102–103). Nevertheless, American recognition 
of ETIM as a terrorist organisation in 2002, an attempt to seek 
Chinese involvement in the ‘war on terror’, and China’s tacit support 
for the invasion of Iraq, led to the detainment of twenty-two 
Uyghurs on the Cuban prison island in Guantánamo Bay.8 Roberts 
interviewed four of the former detainees, now resettled in Albania. 
These interviews form one of the most interesting elements of this 
work.  

 
7 C. Leung, ‘Hong’s Kong Anti-Terrorism Task Forces goes to Xinjiang to Study 
Local Methods, as China Rejects International Calls to Investigate Mass Internment 
Centres’, in The South China Morning Post (6 December 2018), online at 
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-
crime/article/2176737/hong-kongs-anti-terrorism-task-force-goes-xinjiang.  
8 R. Bernstein, ‘Washington Has a Uighur Problem, Too’, in The New York Times (15 
July 2009), online at  
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/16/us/16iht-
letter.html?mtrref=www.google.com. 
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A common thread of the Uyghur drift away from their 
Xinjiang homes runs through Afghanistan and Iran (pp. 113-114) to 
Turkey, a country that stands out as ‘atypical of China’s relations in 
the broader Middle East, where Muslim majority countries ignore 
the plight of Uyghurs in favour of a strong relationship with Beijing’ 
(pp. 171).  Initial recruitments efforts by ETIM along these channels 
of migration are described as ‘mostly informal, highly disorganized 
and deprived of both weapons and financial resources.’ Furthermore, 
there initially seems to have been ‘little, if any, contact with the 
Taliban or Al-Qaeda’ (pp. 115). Around 2015, however, increased 
pressure from the Chinese state, looming large towards to the East of 
Xinjiang, would gradually increase the flow of Uyghurs streaming 
out of the PRC, now mostly through South East Asia, as explored by 
Stefanie Kam Li Yee (pp. 173-186). Coupled with the lack of any real 
status in Turkey, and the desire for combat experience to tackle 
repression at home, the TIP would soon grow in strength, with 
fighters present in Syria (pp. 118-124). In a sense of dark irony, 
China’s fear for Uyghur terrorism and separatism would eventually 
drive the TIP into the arms of Al-Qaeda and ISIS (pp. 125-127).   

Julia Famularo investigates the ideological framework 
through which the Chinese states observed this repression (pp. 39-
74). Referring to Document 9, a leaked CCP report on the state of the 
ideological sphere within China, the author notes Chinese 
representations of the Xinjiang unrests as Western attempts at 
destabilising the country in works that ‘draw a direct link between 
extremism and Western liberalism’ (p. 43). As a result, draconian 
measures that were put forward under the CCP’s secretary general 
Xi Jinping include regulations on religion and extremism, panoptical 
surveillance and, as mentioned above, re-education camps (pp. 46-
53). To this ideological framework is added Zhou Zunyou’s chapter 
which focuses on how the Chinese criminal justice system deals with 
terrorist financing, deterring extremism and promoting international 
counter-terrorism cooperation (pp. 75-98). However, as far-reaching 
as this domestic security apparatus might be, the increasingly 
transnational character of TIP is visible after the attacks of 11 
September through alliances with the Pakistani Taliban and the 
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, with Uyghurs fighters present in 
Pakistan’s North Waziristan. Here, it is interesting that Andrew 
Small also traces the evolution from ETIM to TIP as an important 
factor in the changing character of Uyghur militancy (pp. 129-139). 
Operation Zarb-e-Azb of the Pakistan Armed Forces essentially 
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displaced ETIM/TIP out of their main area of Pakistan towards the 
Middle East (p. 130).  

The Syrian Crisis and the rise of Islamic State consolidated this 
shift and gave further impetus to the prominence of Xinjiang in 
Islamist circles. Most important here is the transformation of TIP 
towards TIPL (Turkestan Islamic Party in the Levant), and the 
increasingly international character of the fighters that operate under 
its flag, as Raffaello Pantucci notes in his chapter (pp. 157-172). 
Important observations include the message visible in TIP/TIPL’s 
multimedia output which showcases the ‘outreach that the groups 
make towards al-Qaeda’ and, simultaneously, its ‘anger at ISIS’ (pp. 
168-169). Equally interesting is the seeming disconnect between the 
Uyghur militants joining the international jihad and the support of 
this broader movement for the Uyghur cause itself, with ‘little 
evidence of al-Qaeda mobilizing its forces to launch attacks against 
China’ (pp. 162-163). While it is unclear how strong international 
support would be, there is seemingly a strong intention by the 
Uyghur militants of preparing for an attack on the Chinese state in 
the long run, with ‘Syria as a context for people to come and train to 
prepare for the eventual conflict back in China’ (p. 169).  

Yet, as the authors note, the fight need not directly be brought 
home. With China’s ever-expanding BRI, itself a result of the ‘Go 
West’ campaign of the 2000s (pp. 29-30), and most importantly along 
its way to Europe running through sensitive areas in Central Asia 
and the Middle East, China’s trade and investment interests abroad 
are easy pickings for terrorist cells. Mordechai Chaziza traces 
Chinese counterterrorism policy in the Middle East (pp. 141-156). 
Despite the country’s principle of non-interference in matters of 
other states, and its rejection of any kind of involvement in military 
operations against al-Qaeda and IS (pp. 142-143), its expanding 
global footprint makes it increasingly vulnerable to attacks on its 
foreign investments, on Chinese nationals working in these areas, 
and on its energy supply network there (pp. 127; 143). While these 
attacks are not limited to Uyghur terrorism, the connective hub here 
is, of course, Xinjiang, with roads for example leading from the 
Chinese city of Kashgar to the port city of Gwadar in Pakistan, along 
the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (pp. 135; 145).9  

 
9 A. Aamir, ‘Pakistan Insurgent Attacks on China Project Seen to Persist’, in Asia 
Nikkei Review (13 May 2019), online at https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Belt-and-
Road/Pakistan-insurgent-attacks-on-China-project-seen-to-persist.  
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Most importantly here, the book shows that BRI will 
increasingly entrap China in security dilemmas where the country 
traditionally had ‘a limited role and a limited capability to influence 
events’ (p. 14). It is but little surprise that in such a security nexus 
that combines both internal and external threats, the Chinese state 
has been busy to expand its counter-terrorism capabilities on both a 
domestic (establishment of the National Security Commission) and 
international level (through the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, 
p. 5), as is explored in this work. However, in the context of the BRI, 
the authors of this work are right to point out the ‘traditional Chinese 
response to security issues’, a state-led modernisation strategy (p. 30) 
which next to the practice of security, also features ‘heavy 
investments in local economies’, (p. 3)10 a model which is copied 
abroad yet might not be a recipe for success.11 
 This highly readable volume acts as an interesting corrective 
to the prevalent understanding of Uyghur separatism in relation to 
the Chinese state through its exploration of the country’s 
counterterrorism policies both at home and abroad, the latter point 
being identified as a lacuna in the literature (p. 4). The work figures 
as an excellent introduction to the practice of security within China 
and, increasingly, along the BRI. One of the most important 
contributions is the book’s understanding of Xinjiang-linked terrorist 
violence (p. 2) which separates the wider Uyghur population from 
the more militant elements within that society.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
10  See S. Hameiri, L. Jones, & Zou, Y. ‘The Development-Insecurity Nexus in 
China’s Near-Abroad: Rethinking Cross-Border Economic Integration in an Era of 
State Transformation’, in Journal of Contemporary Asia, Vol. 49, No. 3 (2019); and U. 
Hoering, Der Lange Marsch 2.0: China’s Neue Seidenstraßen als Entwicklungsmodell 
(Long March 2.0: China’s New Silk Roads as Model of Development) (VSA Verlag, 2018). 
11 A recent example of such a state-led development strategy is Syria, where China 
recently pledged its assistance with the reconstruction of the country’s 
infrastructure. See Michael Martina, ‘China says it will Make Efforts on Syria 
Reconstruction,’ in Reuters (24 November 2017), online at 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-china/china-says-it-
will-make-efforts-on-syria-reconstruction-idUSKBN1DO11S.  
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Another is the spotlight that is placed upon the evolution of a 
terrorist organisation such as ETIM, their linkages to al-Qaeda and IS 
and its evolution towards TIP and the underdiscussed topic of 
Uyghur fighters in Syria. 
 
 
 

Axel Dessein 
King’s College London, UK 
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Princeton University Press, 2019. ISBN: 798-06-91-19008-2. Pp. xvi, 206. 
Hb: £24.00. 

 
 

Yan Xuetong’s Leadership and the Rise of Great Powers makes 
ambitious promises. Looking to fill a gap in the literature that he 
believes does not address states’ rise, Yan proposes a moral realist 
theory to apply to China in particular. Embedding ancient Chinese 
concepts into an often Western-oriented field, Yan brings a novel 
perspective riddled with problematic assumptions that unfortunately 
falls short of plugging the literary gap.  
 The book splits into two key parts: definitions and the 
consequences of states’ rise. First, attempting to define with some 
success the major terms at hand, Yan makes clear his focus on 
government-level morality, which he explains as adhering to basic, 
universally accepted codes of behaviour. Morality levels help categorise 
(somewhat arbitrarily) the types of political state leadership from active 
to inactive, and international leaderships from humane authority to 
tyranny. Yan attributes both the rise and fall of states, and the possibility 
of world peace to active and humane leadership but does not elaborate 
much beyond this. Here lies the crux of Yan’s argument: a state’s 
political leadership is the determining factor at both the domestic and 
international level, ensuring capability-building and strategic 
credibility, both crucial to ‘win the competition’ with an established 
dominant state. Interestingly, Yan does not hesitate to softly critique 
China’s foreign policy. Most prominently, and against the commonly 
accepted wisdom in China, he denigrates the country’s nonalignment 
policy, claiming that it undermines the PRC’s strategic credibility. 
However, this is not well supported with evidence. 

Before having fully established the mechanisms for the causes of 
states’ rise, Yan moves on to the second part of the book, the 
consequences of such a rise in the international system. Yan explores 
what he believes to be an intricately woven relationship between 
international leadership types and international norms. The former, Yan 
explains, determine the sort of universal norms states will adopt, while 
strategic credibility (also informed by leadership types) determines 
whether states will adopt said norms. More broadly, these two factors, 
along with changes in power configuration, may transform the 
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international system altogether. However, the international leadership 
type remains the common denominator, dictating both the degree of 
power redistribution and the direction of changes in international 
norms. 

According to Yan, the world today faces a possible 
transformation of the international system, primarily due to the decline 
of liberalism and concurrent lack of alternatives. Seeking to remediate 
this, and appearing surprisingly humble about China’s soft power 
capabilities, Yan suggests the marrying of traditional Chinese values 
such as rites with such oft-cherished Western values as freedom. 
Although not necessarily novel in practice, the articulation of these 
ideas provides perhaps a more formal framework of reference for 
international policymakers. Yan concludes that the zero-sum nature of 
the international system does not make dominant states safe from 
decline; however, neither does that power redistribution necessarily 
transform said system. Yan predicts that global leadership will likely 
disappear due to the absence of vigorous U.S.-China cooperation, which 
will weaken overall cooperation efforts and increase military conflicts 
created by both powers’ refusal to take charge in regions with severe 
power vacuums. A weaker international leadership, Yan continues, will 
create pockets of bipolar conflicts between religions, ideologies, and 
economies. Ultimately, and despite forceful allegations to the contrary, 
Yan retains the bipolar framework popularized during the Cold War 
and offers a somewhat pessimistic view of an uncertain future.  
 Yan showcases an excellent command of relevant works and 
offers the novice reader pithy summaries of several key authors in the 
international relations literature. He occasionally supplements this with 
somewhat more nuanced definitions than are usually offered. His 
differentiation between power and authority is particularly strong, 
highlighting the influence of Chinese concepts on his thesis beyond a 
repetitively anecdotal usage. It is not always clear why Yan cherry-picks 
case-studies such as the Western Zhou Dynasty or post-First World War 
Europe, aside from the fact these fit his theories. This is where Yan 
would benefit from more in-depth explanations for his choice of 
examples.  
 To fulfil his promise of incorporating ancient Chinese thought 
into his vision, Yan peppers his work with often out-of-place and 
outdated examples that contradict his original claim that his argument 
could only be fully applied in the current historical context. Although 
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interesting, the state of Qi seems unsuited to bolster the theoretical 
categories that Yan attempts to explain, considering its removed time 
period and Yan’s insistence on the modern application of his theories. 
Many points are weakened as a result. To argue that democracy and its 
legitimised policies often give unjust results, Yan cites the United 
Nations and its five-member Security Council leadership as an example. 
However, to showcase the virtue of his proposed remedy to unjust 
democracy (essentially a merger of democracy and righteousness), Yan 
hails the UN sanctions on apartheid South Africa, which was also a 
product of the system Yan condemns. Finally, stating that political 
reforms are crucial for winning the strategic US–China competition, Yan 
stops short of explaining what these reforms might be or why they are 
necessary.  
 Despite certain compelling definitions, the theory suffers from a 
lack of nuance. Most problematic are Yan’s criteria for state morality. 
His three levels of morality (individual, governmental, universal) and 
sub-sections for governmental morality (divided between ‘basic’ and 
‘harder’), do not address the nuances that state leaders today may 
expect to face. For Yan, ‘basic morality’ incorporates little more than 
responsibility for national interests and repaying debts to neighbours. 
The complex moral challenges of providing healthcare to non-nationals 
or funding foreign aid programmes are deemed outside the scope of his 
definition when these are in fact the more pressing moral dilemmas of 
today. Repaying foreign debt has already been established as a basic 
strategic choice to protect not only a country’s good world standing but 
also potentially its safety against either armed or financial attack. 
Foreign aid requires another, more complex kind of moral code that 
would have merited further exploration to lift Yan’s argument beyond 
the confines of simpler realist theory. Although Yan defines morality 
and uses it to shape his theory, the concept of morality makes 
despairingly few appearances in this book. In fact, a lack of nuance in 
Yan’s argument echoes throughout his discussion. Noticeably, Yan 
makes small but repeated, biased statements, including blaming Indian 
PM Narendra Modi categorically for the Sino-Indian border conflict of 
recent years rather than taking a more nuanced approach of examining 
both Chinese and Indian leadership.  
 Yan also makes two further key assumptions that undermine his 
thesis. First, that the US and China are playing a zero-sum game. Not 
only does this uncritically contradict Xi Jinping’s claims that China 
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seeks a ‘win-win’ situation, but also does not allow for any other 
possibility. Viewing the world as a zero-sum game is not as 
straightforward as Yan insists, with scholars such as David Sobek and 
Richard Cobden suggesting that foreign trade, investment, and the 
international status quo are a non-zero-sum game. Second, Yan 
emphasizes the rise of one-man decision-making, bolstering his 
argument that rests on assuming increasingly unstable political 
leadership. However, he again selects examples rather subjectively, 
focusing primarily on US President Donald Trump who, although 
somewhat unpredictable, is an unlikely candidate for a one-man 
decision-maker considering America’s congressional system. In fact, 
Yan seems to conflate one-man decision-making with populism. The 
latter tends to highlight individual leaders and tight-knit 
administrations but does not necessarily equate with concentrated 
power, particularly in countries with some degree of checks on 
presidential powers.  
 The Sino-American conflict is not ideological but material, Yan 
argues. Engaged in a struggle over status rather than regime survival, 
he suggests there is room for conciliation, and does not foresee a war 
erupting in the next decade. While China and the US are arguably too 
entangled in international organisations and too economically 
intertwined for armed conflict to come between them, it is less clear that 
their conflict does not or will not extend to survival questions. To some 
extent, Washington’s sense of statehood is still tied to being a ‘shining 
city on a hill’ with dream-worthy economic prospects. Meanwhile, the 
Chinese Communist Party’s legitimacy is practically chained to China’s 
economic wellbeing. The propensity for devastating economic conflict to 
turn into a struggle for survival is high, yet this element is overlooked in 
this book.  
 Ultimately, Yan offers a fresh insight for current Chinese 
academic circles on the Sino-US situation, supplementing the traditional 
literature with unusual case-studies and some more nuanced 
definitions. However, the book lacks a convincing theoretical 
framework for why states rise. By the end, it remains unclear whether 
the book sought to fill the literary gap on the mechanisms for states’ 
rise, analyse the current Sino-American relationship, or offer examples 
of ancient Chinese dynasties. While assumptions of an anarchical and 
zero-sum world are not well-defended, Yan’s proposed merging of 
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Chinese and Western values offers a promising framework for 
international policy making. 
 
 

Emma Schleifer 
Peking University, China 
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Christopher Phillips’ The Battle for Syria is an excellent analysis of 
the role that external state and non-state actors have played in the Syrian 
civil war since 2011. The main state actors include Turkey, Saudi Arabia, 
Qatar, Russia, Iran, and the US, while the main non-state include ISIS, 
Hezbollah, and the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK). Phillips’s central 
argument is that these actors ‘have been key in shaping the conflict’ (p. 
vii), especially the ‘character, scale, and scope’ of it (p. 3). Based on 
experiences elsewhere, Phillips rightly argues that ‘involvement by 
external parties is likely to extend a civil conflict if they suffer relatively 
low costs in blood and treasure, as they have little incentive to negotiate’ 
(p. 7). As he describes, the conflict is the greatest disaster of the 21st 
century thus far, with, at the time of writing, the numbers of 470,000 
killed, 1.9 million wounded, and 6.6 million displaced; 80% of the 
population is living in poverty; and the country has seen a regression of 
40 years in human development and a decrease in life expectancy from 
70 to 55 (p. 1).  

Phillips claims that international forces have shaped the war’s 
character and continuation. The shifting regional balance of power away 
from a US-led order towards multipolar competition is driven by regional 
(e.g., Turkey, Iran, Gulf states) and global actors (e.g., Russia), ideologies 
(e.g., jihadism, Kurdish nationalism), and an increased Sunni-Shia 
rivalry. At the same time, however, Phillips recognizes that, inter alia, 
economic stability and social divisions, and how the Asad regime dealt 
with them through agents provocateurs, disinformation, shabiha, torture, 
etc. have also been key factors. Relatedly, he acknowledges that regional 
instability caused by the 2003 Iraq war has also affected the course of the 
conflict. 

With regard to the US, while Phillips acknowledges America’s 
post-Cold War dominance in the region, he urges caution in what he 
considers to be an overstatement of American hegemony in the 1990s. In 
his view, while US military strength was unparalleled, he contends that 
the US was unable to transform the region’s politics as evidenced by the 
failure of the 2003 Iraq war to instill a pro-western, democratic regime in 
Iraq or across the Arab world, and the subsequent regional instability 
resulting from the war and the growth in strength of anti-US forces (e.g., 
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Iran, ISIS). As they relate to Syria, Phillips avers that the US’ failure in 
Iraq led to the collapse of the post-Cold War order and the rise of regional 
competitors (e.g., Iran, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Turkey) with the Iran-Saudi 
rivalry being the most significant; an expansion of sectarianism, jihadism, 
and Kurdish nationalism across the region; and a decline in American 
influence in the region more generally (p. 18).  

By 2011, according to Phillips, with the Arab Spring and the other 
factors mentioned above, both state and non-state actors grew in 
influence throughout the region and through a mix of different tools—
military, economic, diplomatic—and with interests not only in Syria but 
across the region (p. 25). Phillips argues that Russia’s interests evolved to 
prioritize domestic security concerns (e.g., counterterrorism), regional 
economic relations (e.g., energy trade, arms sales), and geopolitics (e.g., 
proposing itself as an alternative to US allies and enemies) (p. 29). 
According to Phillips, Russia’s involvement shifted the balance toward 
Asad, even though it did not lead to a decisive victory for him (p. 214), 
and although claiming to fight ISIS, Russia actually focused more on non-
ISIS rebels, which it viewed as a greater threat to Asad (p. 218). Iran’s 
interests were focused on expanding its political, economic, and military 
influence throughout the region, especially where Shia populations were 
present (e.g., Iraq, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Syria), to counter the US and 
Syria, and to be the preeminent force in the Islamic world. Saudi Arabia 
focused its efforts to counter the rise of jihadism and Iran’s increased 
influence resulting from the 2003 Iraq war. Turkey faced the challenges, 
claims Phillips, of jihadism and Kurdish separatism, as well as 
opportunities to expand its economic and political influence by taking a 
‘neo-Ottoman’ approach to regional engagement (p. 35). Qatar’s stature 
grew, resulting from its significant wealth, hosting of the Al-Jazeera 
media network, and housing of a US airbase. In sum, avers Phillips, after 
the 2003 Iraq War, ‘the previous balance of power was upset to the 
advantage of Iran, in turn provoking more active policies from Saudi 
Arabia and creating opportunities for ambitious states such as Turkey, 
Qatar, and Russia,’ while exacerbating sectarianism, jihadism, and 
Kurdish separatism, mostly advanced by non-state actors (p. 39).  

In terms of Bashar al-Asad, as noted by Phillips, Asad thought the 
Arab Spring would miss Syria since it appeared stable, but domestic 
problems were prevalent—power was heavily concentrated; the security 
apparatus remained powerful; independent opposition was forbidden; 
the population grew significantly, but was not met with commensurate 
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economic opportunities; the social safety net was in decline and income 
inequality was rising; and social divisions along ethnic and sectarian lines 
and religiosity were growing. However, on that last point, Phillips argues 
that ethno-sectarian divisions in Syria have often been overstated given 
that political, economic, tribal, and other interests could be just as divisive 
(p. 48). Asad was able to, at least initially, per Phillips, limit the impact of 
the Arab Spring’s first wave on Syria due to certain policies, or ‘buy-ins,’ 
that afforded economic benefits, patronage, and freedoms to certain 
benefactors, and ‘coup-proofing’ that ensured a loyal military and 
security services. Nevertheless, Asad’s heavy-handed approach, such as 
the killing and torture of demonstrators, made civil unrest spread. 
According to Phillips, it appears that Asad ‘underestimated both the 
receptiveness of Syrians to the Arab Spring, and the resilience of their 
protests’ (p. 57). Thus, he avers, Syria’s uprising revealed that Syria’s 
underlying problems were not dissimilar to that of its neighbors, despite 
having segments of the population bought off and the loyalty of the 
military and security services.  

In terms of assessing the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ of the war thus far, 
Phillips believes that Turkey fared the worst among the external actors 
given the rise in refugees, terrorism, Kurdish separatism impacting it. 
Qatar also fared poorly with a decline in its regional stature. Saudi Arabia 
emerged stronger than Qatar by maintaining its regional status, surviving 
low oil prices, and countering Iran. Russia fared better geopolitically, but 
not as well in terms of its domestic security. Iran fared satisfactorily, but 
its regional reputation took a hit. While the US’s reputation declined 
given that it is perceived to have done too little. In sum, in the author’s 
view, all of the external actors bear responsibility for the current situation. 
The US in particular, in Phillip’s account, did not manage the transition 
to a post-American Middle East well thereby facilitating greater 
assertiveness on the part of others. He also believes that Washington 
should have focused more on promoting de-escalation since the 
beginning (p. 259). Phillips ends by stating that the ‘battle for Syria was 
just one in a wider confrontation between numerous powers in the post-
American Middle East that looks likely to continue for some time’ (p. 
262).  

In closing, The Battle for Syria is highly recommended reading for 
policy-makers and scholars. Phillips’ examination of the historical context 
at the onset of the conflict and changes since then, including which sides 
in the conflict were backed by whom and why, is a major strength of the 
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work. His analysis of the linkage between the interests of external actors 
and their ability to exploit internal Syrian cleavages is illuminating. While 
he acknowledges the shift in US policy toward the Middle East from the 
George W. Bush Administration to the Barack H. Obama Administration, 
his analysis would have been strengthened by providing 
recommendations as to how best to shape the role of external actors in a 
positive manner that contributes to the end of the conflict. A brief review 
of lessons learned from similar conflicts would have been helpful in this 
regard.  
 

John Pennell,  
King’s College London, UK 

 
Disclaimer: Please note that the views expressed in this document reflect 
the personal opinions of the author and are entirely the author’s own. 
They do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the US Agency for 
International Development (USAID) or the United States Government. 
USAID is not responsible for the accuracy of any information supplied 
herein. 
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Victor Bulmer-Thomas’s Empire in Retreat is a work on the so-
called imperial history of the USA. It is a sweeping review of America’s 
250-year pursuit of security and advantage in the international arena. 
His thesis is that despite its foundational claims to freedom, justice, and 
distancing itself from ‘Old World’ monarchies, America aggressively 
embarked on its own imperial journey. Critically, it notes that the birth 
of America was in the Age of Empires, and if it was going to compete, 
indeed survive, America would need an ‘empire’ of its own. Though not 
necessarily an empire of territory, it would nonetheless seek an 
advantage over other powers in order to assure its security and 
prosperity. Unfortunately, the Bulmer-Thomas uses this as a basis for a 
narrative of aggression and manipulation and never compares his thesis 
against other models of international relations, for example, realism, 
balance of power, or other security competitions. To him, America, 
regardless of its pronouncements of political and ideological 
enlightenment, was acting just as one of the Old War powers. The 
author is very selective of his examples and skips over vast portions of 
history to support his thesis. It is a prime example that narrative is not 
analysis.  

As an ‘imperial’ chronicler, Bulmer-Thomas thoroughly details 
decisions and motivations over the past 250 years, but provides very 
little feedback from the plethora of actors in America’s ‘imperialist’ 
pursuits. A weakness of the book is its decidedly one-sided view, 
focusing on US inputs into the global system while not exploring 
‒except for a minimum of detail‒ desires and decisions of other actors in 
the same global system. 

The book’s three sections are organised in very broad, 
chronological periods. The first covers territorial expansion of the post-
Revolution America and its entry into global affairs. Next is America at 
the start of the twentieth century through its so-called unipolar moment. 
The author finally concludes with a third section, ‘Empire in Retreat’, 
which covers, roughly, the post-Cold War era. The periodisation is not 
absolute, and the author uses the three sections to introduce different 
ideas supporting his topic, albeit in the manner described. It skips an in-
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depth exploration of the complicated decision-making of actors and 
greatly minimises the role of other states in the system. The book 
broadly categorises these other actors as victims and powerless in the 
face of U.S. objectives, greatly betraying a full accounting of true history. 

The first section of the book benefits from a balanced explanation 
of why did a young USA embark on such a determined expansion to the 
opposite coast? The book begins chronologically from early America as 
it expands from the original thirteen colonies to the Louisiana Purchase 
and the various conflicts (Mexican-American War, U.S.-Spanish War) 
and numerous purchases and agreements which brought America to its 
current geographic disposition. Opportunism and, perhaps, the first 
manifestations of Old-World imperialism were evident in these actions. 
Clearly evident is Bulmer-Thomas’s deep scholarship on events in the 
Western Hemisphere as detailed and clearly explained in the first and 
portions of the second section of the book. Left unmentioned is the 
desire to preclude the new country from having to contend within a 
geopolitical balance of power. Such an exploration would give balance 
to, and acknowledge the fact that even in the new country, competition 
is at the heart of security decisions. 

In the second portion of the book, examining the US’s the semi-
global empire, Bulmer-Thomas’s one-sided narrative continues. He 
notes that American territorial expansion had concluded and the US 
embarked on a strategy to control its semi-global empire through 
institutions. Such a claim itself is testament that imperialism, in its 
traditional form, is not what was happening. Rather, consolidation of 
American control in the Western Hemisphere, the attempt at the League 
of Nations and, following the Second World War, the United Nations, 
not to mention such constructs as the GATT/WTO and others, was the 
focus of America’s control. The book fails to consider that after the 
Second World War, the US was in a unique position to influence the 
construction of the post-war order. After two global conflicts, no one 
was ready to allow the world to suffer another devastating 
conflagration. In this light, perceived imperialism was really an attempt 
to preserve peace. While the US could seize on the opportunity to 
construct an order that no doubt benefited the Americans, for sixty 
years hence it has likely contributed to the absence of great power 
conflict.  

That being said, the touted American hegemony for much of the 
Cold War did not guarantee harmony with the American interests. One 
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only has to remember the 1956 Middle East crisis as one of many 
instances where allies of the US ran afoul of American intent. Later, 
NATO members were disappointed the US did not respond more 
quickly to the Balkan Crisis of the mid-1990s. Both examples are 
evidence that the idea of a US ‘empire’, even a semi-global one, did not 
equate to control and other nations looked to the United States for 
leadership. In reality, the international security environment is much 
more complicated, obscure and at times, unpredictable than what the 
author’s narrative claims. 

The final section examines the retreat of American Empire. Like 
the rest of the book, the author seizes on aspects of the post-Cold War 
era facts and skips whole segments of history to create his narrative. The 
author notes in the introduction that the book is not about American 
domestic affairs, yet a sizeable portion delves deeply into the subject of 
anti-imperialism and isolationism. It contributes significantly to 
understanding, in total, of all the forces influencing the decisions that 
have affected US foreign policy, and communicates, most importantly, 
in a country of any size, there will be disagreement about the direction 
and priorities of the government. It is unfortunate that this critical 
section attempting to lend some balance to his arguments is so 
abbreviated. 

Bulmer-Thomas reinforces the section with several observations 
of today’s world which are likely the most accurate. He devotes 
significant coverage to the state of the post-Cold War US economy and 
attempts to explain its relative weakening in three empirical metrics. 
Like many economic analyses, the review may be opposed by different 
economists’ perspectives and the economic condition in the US is not 
unlike what faces other advanced economies today. Finally, it is 
buttressed by a review of a hyper-partisan Congress and the lack of 
critical journalism (as opposed to its current entertainment value). It is 
also in this section that he adds some of the most vexing, almost 
conspiratorial notions of US actions (for instance the state role of Cyber 
Command and DARPA). Combined with the popular notion of 
exhaustion with US wars in the Middle East, economic stagnation, 
undue risk exposure as the world’s hegemon, not to mention perceived 
unfairness, a retreating empire is understandable. 

The author returns to a more balanced view of strategic affairs in 
the epilogue, one that is more conventional. He revisits the premise that 
the early United States is a trading nation and was looking for 
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commercial advantages and wished to secure its role in a world of 
empires, acknowledging a degree of competition with European states 
and empires. He acknowledges the willingness of Americans, following 
the massive destruction of the Second World War, to create a more 
stable and prosperous world. Most notably, the author states that it will 
not be easy for any country to take America’s place ‒ an 
acknowledgment to the leadership role the USA has played. 

The greatest limitation of the book is the critical, one-sided 
perspective. Striking somewhat cynical tones at times, the author paints 
a picture of an aggressive and manipulative US seeking hegemony over 
those global actors it can influence. What the book misses is the number 
of actors it could not influence. This fact that must be kept in mind while 
reading the book. From the book’s perspective, America’s 250-year 
campaign was an attempt at manipulation of weaker actors in the 
international system. The book does not consider that America’s actions 
could be considered from another vantage point: that of a global 
security competition. For instance, he describes NATO as an imperial 
tool of the US and that it leveraged an inflated Soviet threat in order to 
maintain the alliance. He never describes what Western European 
countries really felt about that threat.  

Empire in Retreat will serve as a useful starting point to explore 
any one of the number of areas in the three sections. More research is 
required to fully unearth the totality of forces at work in any given 
subject or period of time. The book covers an expansive timeframe, and 
it’s difficult to provide counter points all the theories proffered 
within. This work will no doubt take its place as a contribution to the 
current cannon of literature on the changing international order, and the 
popular debate surrounding the demise of the American unipolar era. It 
is sweeping, but narrowly focused. It is highly useful to describe the 
history of American foreign policy as one of ‘empire’ and not a critique 
of US endeavours to secure global peace and prosperity. A reader may 
become disenchanted with its occasional snarky and cynical comments 
which diminish the seriousness of the topic. It should be read, carefully, 
with an eye towards its one-sidedness and lack of critical analysis.  
 
 

Jeffrey M. Alston 
Wisconsin National Guard, USA 

 

90



Bear F. Braumoeller. Only the dead: the persistence of war in the modern 
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In recent years, much scholarship about the decline of war has 

been motivated by a new wave of research, arguing that there is a general 
civilizational process in human history which is driving humanity away 
from violence, especially inter-state wars and conflicts. Steven Pinker’s 
The Better Angels of Our Nature is a key example of the civilizational theory 
of war. Joshua Goldstein’s Winning the War on War  and John Muller’s The 
Remnants of War support the idea that, since the end of the Cold War, war 
has declined because it has lost its meaningful propose. By using varied 
data sets that seem to contradict trends reported in the media, these 
authors have gained recognition for promoting a more optimistic idea of 
conflict around the world. In his new book, Only the dead: the persistence of 
war in the modern age, Bear F. Braumoeller questions their optimistic 
findings. 

Braumoeller’s book challenges the decline of war thesis from 
multiple angles. He does so, first, through the lens of statistics, basing his 
argument on previous work by Cirillo and Taleb.1 Then, as a direct 
response to Pinker, he questions the theoretical and empirical 
assumptions of the declinist theory. But, fortunately, Braumoeller intends 
his book to serve not only as a rebuff to the decline of war thesis, but also 
as an analysis of trends in conflict in the last centuries more generally. 

Braumoeller begins by addressing an obvious flaw in Pinker’s 
book: the denominator of the casualties in war used by Pinker did not 
consider the changing number of countries through the course of the 
twentieth century. Braumoeller replicates the data used by Pinker, 
Muller, and Goldstein, mainly the Data on Armed Conflict of the Uppsala 
Conflict Data Program (UCDP) and The Correlates of War Project. By 
correcting the denominator and using different variables, like the number 
of wars, their intensity, deadliness, duration and the number of 
casualties, he shows that even since the end of the Cold War, no such 
decline of war has occurred. For example, Braumoeller highlights the 
incorrect measures of battlefield deaths during both the Korean and 
Vietnam wars. By only comparing battle deaths per year, the figures give 

 
1 P. Cirillo & N. N. Taleb, ‘On the statistical properties and tail risk of violent conflicts’, 

in Physica A: Statistical Mechanics and its Applications, Vol. 452 (2016), pp. 29-45. 
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the illusion that conflicts become less deadly over time. In this case, 
Vietnam seems less deadly than Korea. But in total, the Vietnam War lead 
to more than 1,400,000 deaths, while the Korean War had less than one 
million. By using this example, and more sophisticated and logically 
applied statistical tests, Braumoeller shows that the way in which data is 
analysed can lead to misunderstandings and exaggerations.  

Beyond these statistical tests, Braumoeller also considers deeper 
question around the quality of data on conflict. He asserts that any study 
based on available data must address the problems of coding, 
classifications, and of sources. Specifically, one issue in conflict data that 
remains highly contested is the number of deaths in conflict, either 
measured as casualties or combat deaths. Many ongoing conflicts count 
the total number of deaths, while others only register the casualties that 
armies and authorities can count at hand. This difference in numbers can 
radically change the statistical outcome. Krause has previously made an 
informed assessment on this topic. In the case of the Iraq War (2003–2011), 
for example, Krause shows how the Uppsala Conflict Data Program 
counts double the deaths as the Iraq Body Count of 2011. This is due the 
counting rules, the estimations made by both research groups, and the 
sources used.2 This issue also applies for historical records and 
estimations based in secondary data, both of which Pinker relies on in his 
book as a proof of how deadly conflicts in antiquity were. 

However, the main thrust of Pinker’s work goes beyond a simple 
argument on the deadliness of war and conflict. He is interested in the 
scale of violence worldwide and how this supports Norbert Elias’s theory 
of civilization process. While Braumoeller acknowledges this, he devotes 
most of his critique to the data estimates used by Pinker. Although he 
does, cleverly, refer to the work of Elias to contradict Pinker’s findings, 
he does not adequately address his arguments about violence in general. 
This is understandable, perhaps, as the book is a work of International 
Relations and not sociology, but if Braumoeller intended it as a rebuff to 
Pinker, he could have devoted more attention to the wider argument on 
forms of violence. Lastly, on the matter of other forms of violence, 
Braumoeller briefly address casualties in civil wars, but only presents the 

 
2 K. Krause, ‘Challenges to Counting and Classifying Victims of Violence in Conflict, 

Post-Conflict, and Non-Conflict Settings’, in T. B. Seybolt; J. D. Aronson & B. Fisch, 
Counting Civilian Casualties. An Introduction to Recording and Estimating Nonmilitary 
Deaths in Conflict (Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 268. 
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data in the annex. Although this is an understandable choice, analysing 
the date in the main body of the book could have strengthened his 
critique of Pinker.  Readers would then have been shown that there is a 
rising trend in the number of casualties (civilian and combatant) in civil 
wars. This is especially interesting as the rise in the deadliness of civil 
wars seems to coincide with the end of the Cold War. 

Paradoxically, Braumoeller’s work overlaps in places with 
arguments put forward by proponents of democratic peace theory and 
capitalist peace theory, as both are grounded in the assumption of 
anarchy in world order. Braumoller could have done more to address 
these arguments and to present a bolder systemic theory of his own, as 
he did in his previous book, The Great Powers and the International System. 
But Braumoeller is cautious about his own judgements and makes clear 
that current data and trends are contingent. It is also worth noting that 
the groundwork for the book’s theory testing led to the publication of 
many articles in major journals. The efforts of Braumoeller and his 
research team to replicate results led to an interesting and 
counterintuitive conclusion: even though the end of the Cold War seems 
to be the main containment of some conflicts, there is no consistent 
variable explaining this trend over time. Their work could form the basis 
of a book in itself if the research team were so inclined. 

Many a key contribution to scientific knowledge was been made 
by replicating and contesting influential arguments. As Robert K. Merton 
argued, the social sciences are not yet able to establish grand theories of 
social behaviour, and Braumoeller does an exemplary job of testing and 
building middle range theories, rather than grandiloquent arguments like 
Pinker. Theory testing and replication should be encouraged more than 
the building of grand arguments, particularly when their makers are not 
cautious with their use of the empirical evidence. 
 

Raúl Zepeda-Gil  
King’s College London, UK 
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