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Introduction

War, as it is so often said, is hell. “War is cruelty and you cannot refine
it,” wrote General William T. Sherman in justifying his decision to evict the
inhabitants of Atlanta and burn the city during the American Civil War.
One of the principal reasons why war is thought to be hell is the impact it
has on innocent civilians, for in addition to consuming the lives of armed
combatants, war also devours the lives of those who are not involved in
the fighting. Over the past three centuries, for example, civilians (a term I
use interchangeably with noncombatants) have comprised half of all war-
related deaths. In the twentieth century alone, an estimated 43 million to 54
million noncombatants perished from war-related causes, accounting for
between 50 percent and 62 percent of all deaths from warfare.!

Even a partial list of the horrors over the past one hundred years is stag-
gering.? Tens of thousands of civilians, for example, perished in concentra-
tion camps in Cuba, South Africa, and the Philippines at the turn of the
last century, and the German war against the Herero people in Southwest
Africa resulted in their near extinction. During World War I, the British-led
blockade of the Central Powers caused widespread malnutrition and dis-
ease and played a large part in the nearly 1 million excess deaths among
the civilian population of Germany and Austria-Hungary. Nazi Germany
murdered 6 million European Jews and millions of others in Eastern Eu-
rope and the Soviet Union during World War II, while Allied strategic
bombing killed 300,000 Germans and as many as 9goo,000 Japanese. United
States strategic bombing in the Korean War killed hundreds of thousands
of noncombatants, as did indiscriminate American and Soviet counterin-
surgency tactics in Vietnam and Afghanistan, respectively. Civil conflicts
resulted in massive civilian death tolls in numerous countries, such as
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China (1927—49), Spain (1936-39), Guatemala (1966-85), Nigeria (1967—70),
Ethiopia (1974-91), and Angola (1975—2002), and the ongoing conflict in
the Darfur region of Sudan has killed at least 200,000 and displaced more
than ten times that number.?

The startling number of civilian casualties in modern wars is puzzling for
two reasons. First, there is a widespread belief that killing innocent civilians
is morally wrong. According to a recent International Red Cross survey of
populations in war-torn societies, for example, “a striking 64 per cent say
that combatants, when attacking to weaken the enemy, must attack only
combatants and leave civilians alone.” By contrast, a mere 3 percent accept
the view that belligerents should be permitted to attack combatants and
noncombatants alike.* The past and present attitudes of Americans are simi-
lar: before World War II the American public resolutely opposed urban area
bombing as “counter to American humanitarian ideals,” whereas hypothet-
ical scenarios regarding an invasion of Iraq in 2003 showed that a majority
of Americans consistently opposed going to war if it would result in “thou-
sands” of Iraqi civilian casualties.> Why are noncombatants frequently tar-
geted despite the widespread belief that doing so is not only wrong but also
illegal according to international law?

Second, killing civilians in war is widely believed to be bad strategy: it
rarely helps the perpetrator achieve its goals and can even be counterpro-
ductive by strengthening an adversary’s will to resist. One recent study,
for example, argues that terrorizing civilians in war is self-defeating: “The
nation or faction that resorts to warfare against civilians most quickly,
most often, and most viciously is the nation or faction most likely to see its
interests frustrated and, in many cases, its existence terminated.”® A lead-
ing analyst of interstate coercion agrees, arguing that punishment strat-
egies aimed at an adversary’s civilian population—implemented with
airpower, seapower, or economic sanctions—rarely extract meaningful
concessions.’

Given the moral stigma attached to civilian victimization and its suppos-
edly dubious effectiveness, why do governments nevertheless use military
strategies that target enemy noncombatants?® One school of thought identi-
fies regime type as the key factor but is of two minds regarding its effect. Ac-
cording to some analysts, democracies—which adhere to domestic norms
that proscribe killing innocent civilians, whether at home or abroad—are
less likely to target civilians than nondemocracies, which are not so con-
strained.” Studies of democratic institutions and war, however, imply just
the opposite: democracies could be more likely to target noncombatants
because the vulnerability of leaders to public opinion makes them wary of
incurring heavy costs on the battlefield for fear of losing support at home."
This fear could compel democratic elites to target noncombatants to avoid
costs or win the war quickly.
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A second explanation emphasizes the “barbaric” identity of the adver-
sary: civilian victimization results from the belief that one is fighting an
uncivilized enemy." Sebastian Balfour, for example, in his history of Spain’s
efforts to conquer northern Morocco, writes that European powers made “a
distinction . . . between the treatment of fellow Europeans and that of colo-
nials who resisted European advance. The standards of warfare that could
be applied to the colonial enemy were different because these opponents
were not ‘fully civilized.””'? The choice of strategy, in other words, depends
on one’s view of the adversary: the laws of war apply only in wars against
“civilized” opponents, not “barbarians.”

A third set of arguments focuses on military organizations. One variant
contends that organizational culture—defined as the “the pattern of as-
sumptions, ideas, and beliefs that prescribes how a group should adapt to
its external environment and manage its internal affairs”—is what steers
militaries toward or diverts them away from civilian victimization.” Spe-
cifically, when a military’s organizational culture dictates a strategy that
relies on the targeting of civilian populations, states will typically escalate
to the intentional killing of noncombatants and sometimes even genocide
during the course of a war."* A different organization-centered argument
maintains that militaries target civilians when a particular service branch
believes doing so will serve its parochial interests. This is likely to be the
case when multiple services are competing to make the largest contribution
to victory so as to capture the lion’s share of postwar military spending, or
when an organization is struggling to achieve independence as a separate
service."

Although these arguments are intuitively plausible, the evidence does
not support them: as this book will show, democracies are somewhat more
likely than nondemocracies to target civilians, but democracy alone is
not the principal driving factor. Preexisting cultural differences between
states (such as race or religion) that might engender perceptions of bar-
baric identity, moreover, fail to predict civilian victimization. Nor do or-
ganizational cultures or parochial interests reliably explain decisions to
target noncombatants.

Based on an investigation of interstate and colonial wars over the last
two centuries, this book identifies two other factors that are primarily re-
sponsible for civilian victimization. First, desperation to win and to save
lives on one’s own side in costly, protracted wars of attrition causes bellig-
erents to target enemy civilians. According to the desperation logic, states
that are embroiled in costly and prolonged struggles become increasingly
desperate to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat and reduce their own
losses. States that find themselves in this situation target noncombatants be-
cause doing so allows them to keep fighting, reduce casualties, and possibly
win the war by coercing the adversary to quit. In short, states—including
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democracies—tend to prize victory and preserving the lives of their own
people above humanity in warfare: desperation overrides moral inhibitions
against killing noncombatants.

Civilian victimization motivated by desperation in wars of attrition
rarely intends to destroy the victim group.'® Rather, the targeting of non-
combatants in these wars is primarily a coercive strategy: it is a means to
persuade an enemy government (in a conventional war) or rebel group (in
a guerrilla war) to accede to the coercer’s political or military demands. As
a form of coercion, civilian victimization can follow the logic of punishment
or the logic of denial."” In the former, violence is directed at noncombatants
in the hope that they will rise up and demand that their government end
the war. In other words, civilian victimization as punishment targets the
enemy civilian population’s will to resist. The punishment logic commonly
underpins violence against noncombatants during sieges, naval blockades,
and strategic bombing of urban areas.

In the denial logic, on the other hand, civilian victimization is meant to
undermine an adversary’s military capability to resist. In counterguerrilla
wars, for example, killing civilian supporters of the other side—or evacuat-
ing them from targeted areas—intimidates other civilians (or simply pre-
vents them) from providing assistance to the rebels and hence undermines
the insurgents’ logistical ability to continue fighting. Even some bombing
campaigns have aimed to reduce enemy output of military goods by kill-
ing the civilian workforce. Civilian victimization as a coercive mechanism
is typically a tactic of later resort, because coercion—whether of the pun-
ishment or denial variety—does not work quickly." States, therefore, fre-
quently turn to coercion later, only after their initial strategy to win the war
quickly has failed.

The second mechanism that leads to civilian victimization is belliger-
ents’ appetite for territorial conquest: when states seek to conquer and
annex territory that is inhabited by enemy noncombatants. This sce-
nario typically occurs in wars of territorial expansion or when hostilities
break out between intermingled ethnic groups that claim the same terri-
tory as their homeland. In this circumstance, attacking enemy civilians
often makes good strategic sense because it eliminates “fifth columns”
that could rebel in an army’s rear area and also heads off potential re-
volts that might occur later on. Furthermore, purging an enemy’s civil-
ian population reduces the likelihood that the adversary will attempt
to reconquer the disputed territory in the future by removing a major
reason for war: rescuing their national brethren trapped behind enemy
borders. One’s claim to territory, moreover, is strengthened by facts on the
ground, foremost among them the national character of the population.
The Kosovo Albanians’ claim to self-rule in Kosovo, for example, is enor-
mously strengthened and legitimized by the fact that more than 9o percent
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of the population in Kosovo is Albanian. Each of these factors makes it
likely that when states try to seize territory from each other, they will seek
to change the demographic situation in the conquered area by targeting
civilians.

Civilian victimization produced by the appetite to annex territory from
a neighbor—contrary to civilian victimization in protracted wars of attri-
tion—tends to be a tactic of early rather than later resort. The reason is
that enemy civilians are readily accessible to the invader and expelling or
killing them pays real dividends by removing the threat of rebellions in
the rear, eliminating the possibility that the opponent might try to rescue
its people in the future, and solidifying the attacker’s claim to the land.
Moreover, because it is not usually produced by desperation, civilian vic-
timization for territorial reasons can occur when a belligerent is winning or
doing well.

Democratic regime type by itself increases the likelihood that a state
will victimize enemy noncombatants in warfare. At first glance, democra-
cies appear to target civilians at a slightly higher rate than nondemocracies
do. This difference, however, is accounted for by democracies’ being more
likely than autocracies to use force against civilians in protracted wars of
attrition. Outside of such wars, there is no difference in the propensity of
the two regime types to target noncombatants. The evidence therefore indi-
cates that once democratic leaders find themselves in costly or losing wars,
something about democracy, such as the additional pressure generated by
electoral institutions of accountability, may force leaders to take measures
to reduce losses or deliver victory—including civilian victimization—even
if it means violating the strictures of liberal norms. This demonstrates a
potential “dark side of democracy”: how institutions designed to ensure
domestic peace and tranquility may lead democracies to perpetrate injus-
tices abroad.” It also shows how the norms and institutions characteristic of
democracies can contradict rather than reinforce each other in wartime.

Leaders need not be certain that a strategy of targeting civilians will suc-
ceed for civilian victimization to be a rational choice; they merely need to
believe that it might contribute to victory (or stave off defeat) or lower their
costs of fighting. Leaders might also perceive themselves as having no other
option than to attack noncombatants to achieve their war aims. If civilian
victimization offers even a small chance of reversing a grim situation, or
delivering a state’s goals at a cost it can afford to pay, leaders may ratio-
nally take that chance. Once states become committed to victory, therefore,
if the costs of fighting increase or the war begins to appear unwinnable,
they tend to victimize civilians first before abandoning their goals. The fact
that civilian victimization is often chosen in the most difficult circumstances
also helps to explain why it has a relatively low success rate, at least in con-
ventional interstate wars.
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Understanding the causes of civilian victimization in warfare should be
of interest to analysts in a variety of disciplines as well as policymakers.
Scholarly interest in the question why—and under what circumstances—
civilians become victims in war has increased in recent years, yet it re-
mains understudied relative to other topics in security studies.” This is
a sad state of affairs given the millions of innocent people who died in
armed conflicts in the twentieth century alone. This question until recent
years was investigated largely by genocide scholars, who found a striking
correlation between war and genocide, but have not adequately explored
how the dynamics of armed conflict sometimes lead to mass killing of
noncombatants. Admirable exceptions to this trend exist in the study of
guerrilla wars,”! but by their own admission these studies cannot explain
the many instances of large-scale killing that occur in conventional wars.?
This book, therefore, aims to increase our understanding of this important
phenomenon and contributes several causal mechanisms—protection of
friendly forces, the need to win, and the threat posed by enemy civil-
ians to securely holding contested territory—that transcend the guerrilla-
conventional divide and explain civilian victimization in both types of
conflicts.

This book has relevance for several debates that are of central concern to
security studies.” First, as already mentioned, understanding the roots of
civilian victimization may help explain the historical prevalence of punish-
ment strategies despite their seeming inefficacy. The extant coercion litera-
ture equates inflicting pain on civilians with punishment and destroying
military targets with denial. A closer examination of civilian victimization,
however, shows that violence against noncombatants can be employed to
sap the enemy’s will to resist or his capability to resist. Differentiating civil-
ian victimization as punishment from civilian victimization as denial also
helps explain the puzzle why some coercive strategies commonly described
as punishment are more successful than others, an issue I explore further in
the book’s conclusion.

Second, the treatment of noncombatants by democracies in war pro-
vides a new venue for testing arguments regarding the effect of liberal
norms and democratic institutions originally devised to explain peace be-
tween democracies. I follow the lead of some democratic peace theorists
and their critics by deducing further implications from these arguments
and testing them against new evidence.?* To the extent that the debate be-
tween proponents and detractors of democratic peace has bogged down
owing to the limited time period in which data are available (1816 to the
present), the small number of democracies, and the scarcity of interstate
wars, this procedure may help move the debate forward by providing
new evidence for or against different normative and institutional causal
mechanisms.
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Third, this book also supplements the literature on norms and force in in-
ternational relations. To date, this literature has focused on explaining the
rise of (and adherence to) normative restrictions on the use of force against
noncombatants. In particular, scholars have studied the development of ta-
boos against the use of certain weapons, such as nuclear weapons, chemical
and biological munitions, and antipersonnel land mines.” By contrast, I look
at the problem from the opposite perspective: which factors lead states to vio-
late norms? Under what circumstances do norms protecting innocent people
break down? When do seemingly “civilized” people revert to “uncivilized”
methods of fighting?* More generally, the resort to civilian victimization may
provide insights into the poorly understood question of escalation in war.”

Finally, my findings regarding democracy and civilian victimization ques-
tion the view that democracies’ responsiveness to the electorate and their
relative restraint toward civilians in war renders them more vulnerable to
coercion by punishment, such as suicide terrorism. Some argue, for ex-
ample, that terrorists are emboldened to strike democratic states because
“their publics have low thresholds of cost tolerance and high ability to
affect state policy.” Moreover, democracies are perceived to be relatively
restrained in the level of force they will employ in response to terrorist at-
tacks.?® By contrast, I find little support for the view that democracies treat
civilians better in interstate wars, or that democracies are more likely to be
targeted for civilian victimization by autocracies.

From a practical perspective, greater knowledge of the causes of civilian
victimization in warfare can also help answer policy questions. For one,
such understanding could help policymakers assess the risk that partic-
ular conflicts will descend into brutalization of civilians and thus guide
decisions about whether and how to intervene abroad in order to pre-
vent the abuse of noncombatants. It should not come as a surprise to policy-
makers, for example, when theaters of battle characterized by extensive
ethnic intermingling—such as Bosnia—result in major depredations against
civilians. Moreover, curtailing civilian victimization will typically require
more than airpower because bombing is rarely effective at stopping eth-
nic cleansing or preventing widely scattered counterinsurgent forces from
operating.

Understanding the causes of civilian victimization, furthermore, can also
help us determine whether the spread of democracy in the international sys-
tem will lead to fewer noncombatant casualties in warfare. Democratization
is often touted as a win-win situation: democracies respect human rights at
home and refrain from fighting each other abroad. Consequently, spreading
democracy has become the cornerstone of American foreign policy in the
post—Cold War world. If democracies also fight their wars in accordance
with the principle of noncombatant immunity, civilian victimization may
become just a bad memory.
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The study of civilian victimization is particularly relevant for the United
States, which—owing to its preponderance of power, tremendous military
technological advantages, and most recently the impetus provided by the
open-ended war on terror begun by the George W. Bush administration—is
the most militarily active state in the world. American power and technol-
ogy lower the bar against using force by making it appear relatively easy
and low cost, while fighting terrorism gives the United States a compelling
reason to intervene abroad: to oust regimes that sponsor or harbor terrorists
and to prevent the development of weapons of mass destruction by regimes
that might pass them to terrorists.

Skeptics might argue that a liberal democracy like the United States in
the twenty-first century would not resort to violence against civilians to
achieve its objectives. When a quick show of force fails to cow or defeat
an enemy expeditiously, however, American policymakers—as in past
conflicts—will face pressures to escalate militarily, which may involve
inflicting harm on civilians. The key factors, I argue, are the cost and pro-
tractedness of the war, not the regime type of the states involved. Some
authoritarian states may be quicker to put civilians in the cross-hairs
nowadays, but democracies historically have shown a striking tendency
to target noncombatants or use indiscriminate tactics that lead to large-
scale civilian deaths when faced with costly fighting or uncertain victory.
Moreover, the cost-sensitivity of modern democracies like the United
States places additional stress on policymakers to fight cost-free wars.
Even if leaders are reluctant to kill civilians intentionally and openly,
this pressure can still lead to noncombatant suffering in indirect ways,
such as through the targeting of infrastructure and reliance on economic
sanctions that adversely affect civilian health. I explore this possibility in
chapter 7.

The U.S. military is geared to fight high-intensity conventional warfare
and is not nearly as effective at fighting guerrilla insurgencies. America’s
opponents may be able to exploit this weakness to deflect U.S. power,
lengthen wars, and frustrate U.S. forces, which could lead the United
States to target noncombatants. The guerrilla insurgency in South Vietnam,
for example, proved deeply frustrating to American political and military
leaders and did not fit into the high intensity conventional strategy the
U.S. Army had developed to defeat a Soviet invasion of Western Europe.
The attrition strategy implemented by U.S. commanders in Vietham—
which depended on racking up a high body count—demanded indis-
criminate firepower, which killed large numbers of Vietnamese noncom-
batants.”” More recently, American officials recognize that the open-ended
war on terror and Islamic radicalism begun by the Bush administration
and described by the president as “the defining struggle of our time”
could take a generation or more to prosecute.” This conflict has already
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caused Bush and his advisers to sanction open-ended detention without
trial of suspected militants, a redefinition of torture to maximize the legal
techniques available to American interrogators to extract information
from suspects, and the practice of “extraordinary rendition,” whereby
terrorist suspects are turned over to third countries that are known to
practice torture.’ Finally, large-scale conventional conflicts—such as a
potential war with China over Taiwan—could also prove costly and dif-
ficult to win, perhaps leading to serious bombing campaigns that would
kill many civilians.

TH1s book joins and builds on a small but growing literature dedicated to
explaining why states and rebel groups target noncombatants. Two of the
most prominent contributions are Benjamin Valentino’s Final Solutions:
Mass Killing and Genocide in the 20th Century and Stathis Kalyvas’s The Logic
of Violence in Civil Wars. Readers familiar with this literature might wonder
how my work relates to theirs.

The degree of overlap between this volume and Kalyvas’s is relatively
small. Kalyvas offers a theory of violence in civil (or, more accurately, guer-
rilla) wars in which each belligerent aims to secure control over—and hence
collaboration and support from—the population. These conflicts are char-
acterized by divided sovereignties, zones controlled to various degrees by
incumbents and insurgents. The purpose of violence is to obtain the col-
laboration of the population in the various zones. In areas where each actor
exerts monopoly control, little violence occurs since it is unnecessary. Vio-
lence is also generally absent in zones where control is up for grabs, because
neither side possesses sufficient information to target civilians selectively.
Indiscriminate violence under these circumstances is counterproductive
because it alienates people and may cause them to support the adversary.
Violence is most likely in zones where one side is locally dominant (al-
though not hegemonic) but its control is slipping as the opponent makes
inroads into the area. The declining belligerent targets actual and poten-
tial defectors to deter them from switching allegiances and thus maintain
its grip on the population.*

This book, by contrast, deals mostly with interstate wars, almost none
of which are insurgencies. In conventional conflicts, belligerents employ
indiscriminate violence against an enemy’s civilian population—to the ex-
tent they are able and the circumstances warrant—to gain coercive lever-
age over the adversary’s government. Belligerents also use indiscriminate
violence in conventional conflicts to eliminate unwanted populations from
conquered territory. In neither case is exerting control over—or seeking
the collaboration of—enemy populations a relevant mechanism. The main
point of overlap with Kalyvas is my chapter on counterinsurgency, but even
here I identify a set of cases that defy Kalyvas’s logic of selective violence.
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Rather than becoming increasingly discriminate in their employment of
violence over time, the British in South Africa moved in the opposite direc-
tion, interning entire populations as they became increasingly desperate to
suppress the Boer insurgency. Indeed, selective violence in this conflict was
ineffective at extracting meaningful collaboration from the civilian popula-
tion. Similar trends are evident in other colonial wars, such as the Span-
ish-Cuban (1895-98), U.S.~Filipino (1899-1902), and Second Italo-Sanusi
(1923-32, in Libya) wars.

The common ground between this book and Valentino’s is more ex-
tensive. Valentino seeks to explain incidences of large-scale (fifty thou-
sand or more killed) government violence against noncombatants in the
twentieth century, whether inflicted in the course of a war or not. He
argues that the key to understanding these violent episodes lies not in re-
gime type, moments of national crisis, or a society’s cleavage structure—
factors stressed by previous studies of genocide—but rather in the goals
of state leaders. Three types of objectives in particular can trigger mass
killing. First, leaders “seeking to achieve the radical communization of
their societies,” such as Joseph Stalin, Mao Zedong, and Pol Pot, have
used mass killing to eliminate elements of the population that opposed
this transformation or which did not fit into the communist view of so-
ciety. Second, mass killing occurs when leaders want to expunge an eth-
nic group in order to “implement racist or nationalist ideologies calling
for the ethnic, national, or religious purification” of the state or to “re-
solve political or military conflicts between ethnic groups over the con-
trol of territory.” Finally, leaders seeking to defeat guerrilla insurgencies
use mass Kkilling to eliminate the civilian support that fuels guerrilla
movements.®

There are important areas of synergy between this book and Valentino’s,
but also several areas where we diverge. The most important similarity is
that we both argue that state violence against noncombatants is largely the
result of rational strategic calculations rather than emotion, dehumaniza-
tion, or irrational hatred. For example, my research shows that states hope
to win quick and decisive victories by force of arms and turn to targeting
civilians only when their countermilitary strategies are frustrated. States
are also sensitive to the possibility that civilian victimization may trigger
enemy retaliation against their own population or prompt influential third
parties to enter the war. Each of these factors sometimes deters states—at
least temporarily—from opting for civilian victimization. In a similar vein,
Valentino documents how leaders explore a variety of steps to achieve their
aims without violence and turn to bloodshed only when other avenues are
blocked. Another point of convergence is that we both generally downplay
the role of cultural factors in producing violence. I contend, for example,
that perceptions of an adversary’s identity are unrelated to the occurrence
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of civilian victimization, while Valentino argues against social cleavages
and dehumanization.

There are a few differences, however. One concerns the dependent vari-
able. This book focuses specifically on war, and the reasons that states
target noncombatants in armed conflicts, whereas Valentino uses a nu-
merical threshold of civilian fatalities to identify his case universe. One
of Valentino’s three causal mechanisms, therefore—the collectivization of
agriculture under communist regimes—plays no role in my work since it
typically does not occur during wartime. A second difference is substan-
tive: although many of the cases I examine fall into Valentino’s category
of “terrorist mass killing,” he devotes little attention to these cases in his
book.** My book can thus be seen as complementary to his in that it opens
up and explores the dynamics of this category of cases. My other causal
mechanism for civilian victimization—appetite for conquest—to some ex-
tent combines Valentino’s ethnic and territorial categories of mass killing
because I look at cases where one state attempts to seize land from another,
and particular ethnic groups may be viewed as obstacles to control over
that territory. Although Valentino breaks decisively with previous geno-
cide literature in many respects, he retains its emphasis—at least in the case
studies that form the bulk of his book—on mass killing as a phenomenon
of domestic politics.

A third difference is theoretical. My research places much less emphasis
than Valentino’s on the role of individuals and their ideologies and beliefs.
Valentino, in advocating a “strategic perspective” on mass killing, argues
for the importance of individual leaders and their goals, depicting mass
killing as a “brutal strategy designed to accomplish leaders” most impor-
tant ideological or political objectives and counter what they see as their
most dangerous threats.”* The centrality of leaders fits well with the com-
munist and ethnic cleansing scenarios, but less well with the third scenario,
counterinsurgency. Here Valentino sheds his emphasis on leaders’ goals
for the simple logic that targeting civilians makes good strategic sense for
combating insurgencies. No particular ideology or goal is needed to ex-
plain mass killing in this situation; all one needs to posit is a preference for
victory. Most of the cases in this book are of exactly this type: conflicts in
which one or both belligerents simply seek to win and use increasingly vio-
lent instruments to coerce the adversary to concede. In other cases, states
fight not only to win but to obtain territory, and civilian victimization arises
out of the perception that some groups pose a threat to the assimilation of
that territory.

The next chapter defines civilian victimization in greater detail, lays out
the various types of civilian victimization, and then presents a series of
theories to explain it, including my own desperation and territorial annexa-
tion arguments. The remainder of the book is devoted to empirical tests of
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the competing theories, starting with a statistical analysis of civilian victim-
ization in interstate wars in chapter 2 and proceeding in chapters 3—7 through
a series of case studies of blockade, strategic bombing, counterinsurgency,
ethnic cleansing, and cases where civilian victimization did not happen.
I conclude with a discussion of the theoretical and policy implications of my
findings.



[1]

Defining and Explaining
Civilian Victimization

What is civilian victimization, and why do governments victimize civil-
ians in warfare? I begin by defining the concept of civilian victimization,
the phenomenon I seek to explain in this book. Civilian victimization is a
military strategy chosen by political or military elites that targets and kills
noncombatants intentionally or which fails to discriminate between com-
batants and noncombatants and thus kills large numbers of the latter. I then
outline the common forms of civilian victimization and provide illustrative
examples.

In the second part, I summarize three competing perspectives on civil-
ian victimization: regime type, civilized-barbaric identity, and organiza-
tion theory. The regime-type view maintains that domestic norms and
institutions are the most important causes of civilian victimization. The
civilized-barbaric identity argument, by contrast, contends that states kill
an adversary’s noncombatants when they view the enemy as outside the
community of civilized nations. Organization theory, finally, suggests that
the cultures or parochial interests of military organizations are the prime
causes of civilian victimization.

The third section presents my theory of civilian victimization, which
identifies two crucial factors: the growing sense of desperation to win
and to conserve on casualties that states experience in protracted wars of
attrition, and the need to deal with potentially troublesome populations
dwelling on land that an expansionist state seeks to annex. I discuss the
logic underpinning these two factors and the differing implications they
have for the timing of civilian victimization. I also explain why target-
ing civilians—even though it does not always work—is not an irrational
gamble, but rather a calculated risk. I conclude with a short discussion of
methods and cases.
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DEFINING CIVILIAN VICTIMIZATION

Civilian victimization as I define it consists of two components: (1) itis a
government-sanctioned military strategy that (2) intentionally targets and
kills noncombatants or involves operations that will predictably kill large
numbers of noncombatants. Civilian victimization violates the principles
of noncombatant immunity and discrimination as enshrined in the Geneva
Conventions and just-war theory, which require that belligerents must dis-
tinguish between combatants and noncombatants and refrain from taking
aim at the latter.! Common forms of civilian victimization include aerial,
naval, or artillery bombardment of civilians or civilian areas; sieges, naval
blockades, or economic sanctions that deprive noncombatants of food; mas-
sacres; and forced movements or concentrations of populations that lead to
widespread deaths. As with Benjamin Valentino’s definition of mass killing,
civilian victimization “is not limited to ‘direct” methods of killing, such as
execution, gassing, and bombing. It includes deaths caused by starvation,
exposure, or disease resulting from the intentional confiscation, destruc-
tion, or blockade of the necessities of life. It also includes deaths caused
by starvation, exhaustion, exposure, or disease during forced relocation or
forced labor.”?

Several aspects of civilian victimization bear elaboration. First, in accor-
dance with the Geneva Conventions, I define combatants as “all organized
armed forces, groups and units which are under a command responsible
to that Party for the conduct of its subordinates,” as well as individuals
involved in the construction of weapons.* Noncombatants, by contrast, do
not participate in armed conflict by fighting, carrying weapons, serving in
the uniformed military or security services, or building weapons. Two gen-
eral principles can be used to demarcate the line between combatants and
noncombatants. One view, articulated by Michael Walzer, maintains that
people have the right to be free from violence unless they forfeit that right
by participating in military activity, such as taking up arms or working in a
munitions factory. As Walzer puts it, “No one can be threatened with war or
warred against, unless through some act of his own he has surrendered or
lost his rights.”* A second perspective focuses on the degree of threat an in-
dividual poses to the adversary to draw the combatant/noncombatant line.
Only those individuals who actively participate in hostilities—by serving
in the armed forces, for example—constitute an immediate threat of harm
to the enemy and thus qualify as combatants.’ I argue that individuals who
build bombs and other munitions also pose a significant threat of harm and
should thus be included in the combatant category. If they are not, attacks
on munitions factories (or targeted killings of terrorist bomb-makers, for
that matter) would have to be classified as intentional targeting of civilians.
This violates the common-sense understanding that such individuals are

[14]



Defining and Explaining Civilian Victimization

not owed the same degree of protection as those employed in other sectors
of the economy, and that killing them is not morally wrong.® Thus, which-
ever of these general principles one subscribes to, both point to an under-
standing of noncombatants as outside the realm of military activity either
as fighters or makers of weapons.

Skeptics contend that nationalism and industrialization have eliminated
the noncombatant category altogether because all citizens in modern states
contribute to the war effort if only by going to work, paying taxes, or con-
senting to the use of force.” This view clashes with the obvious fact that even
in modern societies, there are many people who contribute little if anything
to the war effort, and further that this relative disengagement (and absence
of threat) makes a difference as to whether they may be killed.®* Many indi-
viduals work in sectors of the economy unrelated to the war effort; some,
particularly children and the elderly, do not work at all. One study esti-
mates that 75 percent of the population of an industrial country does not
labor in war-related industries, and that even in industrial cities, 66 percent
of the inhabitants are civilians.’

Second, civilian victimization is a government-sanctioned policy or strat-
egy, as opposed to random or uncoordinated attacks by a few military units.
Intentional attacks on civilians, as Christopher Browning has pointed out,
can take the form of arbitrary explosions of violence or revenge inspired by
“battlefield frenzy,” on the one hand, or can represent “official government
policy” or “standing operating procedure,” on the other hand.'” Only the lat-
ter comprises civilian victimization as defined in this book: it consists of
a government policy of sustained violence against a noncombatant popu-
lation, rather than haphazard outbursts of brutality by frustrated troops.
This does not mean, however, that civilian victimization must be initiated
by civilian leaders; in fact, it is sometimes initiated by the military on the
ground, but once political leaders become aware of the strategy and ap-
prove it—or decline to stop it—it becomes de facto government policy."

Third, civilian victimization consists of strategies that intentionally tar-
get civilian populations but also strategies that—although not purposefully
aiming at noncombatants—nevertheless fail to distinguish between combat-
ants and noncombatants. A strategy of civilian victimization, in other words,
either targets civilians on purpose, or employs force so indiscriminately that
it inflicts large amounts of damage and death on noncombatants. In certain
cases, for example, belligerents openly declare or make statements of policy
that designate noncombatants as the target of a strategy. British bombing
policy in the Second World War, which charged Bomber Command with
destroying urban areas in Germany to undermine “the morale of the enemy
civil population and in particular, of the industrial workers,” falls into this
category.”? British policy clearly meant to kill German civilians in order to
bring about the collapse of Germany’s will to fight. The 300,000 fatalities
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caused by this strategy were not a side-effect of strikes on military targets,
or a product of a refusal to discriminate between soldiers and civilians, but
rather the intended object of the strategy.

In other cases, however, belligerents mount a pattern of repeated at-
tacks over an extended period that fail to distinguish between combatants
and noncombatants and thus kill tens of thousands of civilians. Although
killing noncombatants is not the avowed purpose of such a strategy, this
outcome is nevertheless foreseeable, predictable, and often desired, and
thus constitutes civilian victimization. The U.S. Army Air Forces during
World War II, for example, launched seventy self-described attacks on a
“city area” in Germany, raids that qualify as intentional civilian victim-
ization. United States bombers also devoted about half of their total ef-
fort to radar bombing, which—although not purposefully directed at
civilians—American military officers knew was the functional equivalent of
British area bombing. According to Thomas Searle, “USAAF commanders
essentially acknowledged this fact by using a large percentage of incendi-
ary bombs (the preferred weapon against cities) on these raids even though
such bombs were ineffective against rail yards, the official targets.”"* The
adoption and exploitation of this indiscriminate form of attack thus consti-
tute civilian victimization.

Contrast each of these strategies with the U.S. strategic bombing cam-
paign during the 1991 Persian Gulf War. In that conflict, for example, F-117
aircraft bombed the Al-Firdos bunker in Baghdad, an installation that U.S.
air planners believed was a command-and-control center. Unknown to these
planners, however, the Iraqi regime was using Al-Firdos as a bomb shelter
for civilian dependents of Iraqi officials. The air strike killed approximately
two hundred to three hundred civilians. These deaths, although tragic, did
not result from a government policy of targeting noncombatants. Nor did
the casualties stem from a refusal to discriminate between soldiers and civil-
ians, as the U.S. military did not even know there were noncombatants pres-
ent at the target. Moreover, immediately after the Al-Firdos disaster, U.S.
officials declared Baghdad off-limits to further air strikes, and few targets
were struck in the Iraqi capital for the remainder of the war." Table 1.1 high-
lights the differences among these types of violence and provides examples
of each.”

Clearly there are cases in which establishing the intentionality or delib-
erateness of civilian victimization is harder than in the British case. Policy-
makers do not always speak openly or truthfully when it comes to killing
innocent people: there is no mention in the memoirs of British leaders, for
example, that the policy of blockade in World War I was meant to starve
the German people. President Truman, moreover, spoke of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki as purely military targets.! These cases highlight the importance
of examining internal government documents and private communications
whenever possible to supplement leaders” official pronouncements. They
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Table 1.1. A typology of civilian casualties

Intentional Indiscriminate Collateral
Government- British blockade Prussian shelling Civilian deaths
sanctioned of Germany, of Paris, 1871 inflicted by
strategy 1915-19 U.S. bombing
of Iraq, 1991,
or Serbia, 1999
British bombing U.S. radar
of Germany, bombing of
194245 Germany, 194345
U.S. firebombing German “Blitz” on
of Japan, 1945 Britain, 1940-41
Bulgarian, Greek, U.S. bombing of
Serbian, and North Vietham
Turkish (Rolling Thunder),
massacres in 1965-68
the Balkan Wars,
1912-13
German Boer and
Einsatzgruppen African civilian
massacres in deaths in concen-
U.S.S.R., 1941-42 tration camps,
1900-1902
Not government- Massacre at Deir Shelling of Civilians shot
sanctioned or a Yassin by Jewish Vicksburg, U.S. or bombed
strategy militias, 1948 Civil War, 1863 in crossfire
between
opposing
forces

My Lai massacre,
Vietnam War,
March 1968

Haditha massacre,
Iraq, 2005

also underline the importance of observing behavioral indicators that may
indicate a shift toward civilian victimization—increasing indiscriminateness,
decreasing concern for civilian life, or variation in the types of weapons used
(incendiary versus high explosive bombs, for example).

Other analysts have chosen to include only intentional civilian deaths
in their studies. Kalyvas, for example, looks only at the deliberate killing
of noncombatants—homicide—excluding deaths inflicted unintentionally
(collateral damage) and nonviolently (famine and disease). Valentino also
focuses on intentionality, differentiating intentional from unintentional
deaths based on the civilian or military nature of the target: when the
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target is military, civilian deaths are always unintended; when the tar-
get is civilian, deaths are always intended."” This definition undesirably
stretches the concept of intentionality. Valentino, for example, argues that
if noncombatants are the direct object of the policy, their deaths should
be considered intentional if they are a foreseeable result of the policy. But
this statement equates the mere knowledge that civilians will die with
intending or desiring their deaths. Valentino thus contends that the fatali-
ties of Boer women and children in British concentration camps during the
Second Anglo-Boer War (1899—-1902) were intentional because the civilians
themselves were the object of the policy. This judgment is belied by the
evidence, however, which shows that British officials did not purpose-
fully try to kill these people, or hope to bring about the deaths. According
to historian Thomas Pakenham, “Kitchener no more desired the death of
women and children in the camps than of the wounded Dervishes after
Omdurman, or of his own soldiers in the typhoid-stricken hospitals of
Bloemfontein. He was simply not interested.”'® Civilians were the direct
object of the reconcentration policy, but this does not necessarily make
their deaths intentional.

Valentino also excludes from his definition all civilian fatalities that result
from strikes on military targets, deeming these casualties to be unintended
collateral damage. This, too, involves conceptual stretching, this time of col-
lateral damage. When a strategy ostensibly directed at military targets gen-
erates tens of thousands of noncombatant fatalities, can these deaths still
be considered collateral? Excluding these cases also ignores substantial evi-
dence that some attackers simply did not make any attempt to distinguish
between combatants and noncombatants, did not care that large numbers of
civilians were being killed, or sought to capitalize on the fear these deaths
created among the enemy population.

I argue, therefore, that civilian victimization should include all cases
where it can be determined that belligerents intended to kill an adver-
sary’s noncombatants, but it should not be limited to such cases. The
concept should also include strategies that cause large numbers—tens of
thousands—of civilian deaths owing to belligerents’ inability or refusal to
discriminate between combatants and noncombatants or their failure to ex-
ercise due care in their treatment of civilians.

Finally, the scope of this book is limited to the killing of enemy noncom-
batants during international wars. Victimization that occurs within the per-
petrator’s recognized borders is included only insofar as it occurs during
an interstate war and the targeted population shares the nationality of the
enemy state (e.g., Greeks in Turkey during the Greco-Turkish war, 1919—-
22)."% Cases of killing perpetrated by nonstate actors—such as insurgent
groups or terrorists—are excluded, as are instances of anticivilian violence
that occur during civil wars, after an international war is over, or outside of
war altogether.?
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Policies of Civilian Victimization

I consider civilian victimization to have occurred when belligerents make
widespread, repeated, and systematic use of any of the following tools: mas-
sacre, starvation, indiscriminate bombardment, or forced relocation or con-
centration of civilians in circumstances that belligerents foresee will result in
many deaths. Massacres consist of “large-scale, face-to-face violence against
civilians targeted as groups” and occur in a number of contexts.> Some
massacres, as noted above, are generated by passions aroused in the heat of
battle, but others are perpetrated as part of a strategy to decimate or intimi-
date the population. The customs of siege warfare, for example, decreed that
defenders and civilians in towns that refused to surrender could be massa-
cred indiscriminately or sold into slavery after an assault captured the city.”
The Wehrmacht made systematic use of massacres in combating the Greek
insurgency during the German occupation of Greece from 1941 to 1944. In
the Soviet Union, the Germans employed special killing units—known as
Einsatzgruppen—to murder as many as 1.5 million Jews in 1941 and 1942.%
Serbian irregulars also repeatedly massacred Bosnian Muslim civilians as
these militias advanced across eastern Bosnia in the spring of 1992.%

Intentional bombardment of civilians or indiscriminate bombing of non-
combatant areas constitute the second mode of civilian victimization. In-
discriminate bombardment with explosive projectiles intended to terrorize
towns often accompanied siege warfare, and naval bombardment of port
cities has also been used to frighten people on shore.” The successful launch
of the winged, propeller-driven aircraft in 1903, however, ushered in the
strategic bombing era, which became the dominant form of bombardment
in the twentieth century beginning in World War I. Strategic bombing vic-
timizes civilians when it has the avowed goal of causing civilian casualties
either to undermine civilian morale or an adversary’s ability to fight.*

Civilian victimization may also be a consequence of attempts to deprive
an enemy of food. Besiegers, for example, often used hunger and starva-
tion as a weapon to induce their victims to surrender, as the Romans did
at Jerusalem in AD 72.% During the deadly winter of 1941—42 in German-
besieged Leningrad, “The city was filled with corpses. They lay by the
thousands on the streets, in the ice, in the snowdrifts, in the courtyards
and cellars of the great apartment houses.” As one woman wrote in her
diary that cold winter, “Today it is so simple to die. ... You just begin to
lose interest, then you lie on the bed and you never again get up.”*® Naval
blockades can also be employed in a similar fashion. A member of the
British Admiralty before the First World War, for example, “held that (in a
protracted war) the mills of our sea-power (though they would grind the
German industrial population slowly perhaps) would grind them “exceed-
ingly small’—grass would sooner or later grow in the streets of Hamburg
and wide-spread dearth and ruin would be inflicted.”® In a lesser-known
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conflict that occurred during World War I, Italy prevailed on its Triple En-
tente allies to help it institute a blockade of northern Libya aimed at the
rebellious Sanusi sect. According to Rachel Simon, “This economic pres-
sure—the starving of the population—was used to win specific political
goals: the surrender of the rebels and the imposition of a new leadership.”*
Similarly, during the Nigerian Civil War (1967-70), one government com-
mander told journalists that “I want to prevent even one Ibo having even
one piece to eat before their capitulation.”*

Hunger and starvation of civilians may also result from systematic devas-
tation of the environment. According to Vegetius, devastation of an adver-
sary’s land dominated the conduct of war in medieval Europe: “The main
and principal point in war,” he wrote, “is to secure plenty of provisions
and to destroy the enemy by famine.” “To attack your enemy’s economic
base, isolate his castles, starve his population,” writes historian John France,
“these were surer methods and more applicable to the usually limited ob-
jectives for which men fought” in medieval times.*” The infamous French
devastation of the Palatinate in the late seventeenth century, for example—
designed “to create an artificial desert that would preclude the enemy from
undertaking offensive operations”—inflicted widespread civilian suffering
not only in the Palatinate, but in Baden and Wiirttemberg as well.*® Destruc-
tion of crops and food supplies—with the attendant civilian suffering—also
occurred in wars of colonial conquest. French general Saint-Arnaud, for ex-
ample, described France’s scorched-earth policy (known as razzia) in Algeria
in the 1840s as follows: “We have burned everything, destroyed everything.
How many women and children have died of cold and fatigue!”* “Grass no
longer grows where the French army has set foot,” agreed another French-
man. In a clear reference to Voltaire, he continued: “We have ravaged the
countryside, killed, burned, carved up, and chopped down, all for the best
in this best of all possible worlds.”*

Finally, civilian victimization occurs when belligerents coerce groups of
people to move in circumstances that are sure to kill many or most of them.
In the process of fighting the Filipino insurgency from 1899 to 1902, for ex-
ample, the U.S. Army forced much of the rural population—including the
entire population of certain islands—into camps where many died owing
to sickness and disease.* According to one American congressman who
visited the Philippines, “You never hear of any disturbances in Northern
Luzon . . . because there isn’t anybody there to rebel. . .. The good Lord in
heaven only knows the number of Filipinos that were put under ground.”¥
High mortality rates similarly followed Britain’s incarceration of Boer and
African women and children in South Africa (1899—-1902) and Spain’s con-
centration of Cuba’s rural population (1895-98).

Evicting people entirely from their homes and forcing them to travel long
distances also commonly generate significant fatalities, a process made
worse by the violence that is often needed to compel people to abandon
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their dwellings. As many as eight thousand Cherokee Indians died along
the Trail of Tears in the late 1830s after being forced by the U.S. govern-
ment to leave their homes in Georgia.* According to a veteran of this expul-
sion, “I fought through the civil war and have seen men shot to pieces and
slaughtered by thousands, but the Cherokee removal was the cruelest work
I ever knew.”® Turkey’s removal of its Armenian population from Eastern
Anatolia during World War I caused substantial mortality even without
the attendant massacres and brutality.*’ In the Second Balkan War in 1913,
the Greek Army burned at least 161 villages and massacred thousands in
a “war of devastation” to ensure that “no Bulgarian subjects” remained in
Greek-controlled territory.*!

In short, civilian victimization is a government-sanctioned policy in war-
time that targets enemy civilians intentionally or fails to discriminate be-
tween combatants and noncombatants. Belligerents need not put a gun to
their victims” heads for a wartime strategy to constitute civilian victimiza-
tion. Widespread noncombatant suffering and mortality can be generated
by systematic devastation of the environment, cutting off supplies of food,
or forced relocation. Next, I elaborate the various theories that have been
offered to explain civilian victimization, before turning to my own despera-
tion and annexation arguments and a discussion of the methods and cases I
use to test these competing theories.

ReGIME TYPE AND CIVILIAN VICTIMIZATION

Two alternative explanations for civilian victimization focus on regime
type. One argues that autocracies account for the lion’s share of noncom-
batant targeting because democracies are uniquely restrained by their do-
mestic norms, whereas the other contends that democracies are more likely
to target civilians because institutions of accountability make democracies
more cost-sensitive and needful of victory.

Democracy: Restraint or Propellant?

Scholars who invoke democracy to explain civilian victimization disagree
over the effect that it has, and this dispute reflects the norms versus institu-
tions divide in the broader democratic peace literature. Most of the empiri-
cal studies to date find that democracies are less likely than nondemocracies
to inflict civilian victimization and base their explanations in norms. R. J.
Rummel, for example, notes that democracies are less likely to commit mass
murder in foreign wars. In an examination of all wars since 1945, Benjamin
Valentino, Paul Huth, and Dylan Balch-Lindsay find that democracies are
less likely than authoritarian states to engage in mass killing. After exam-
ining twenty-five cases of counterinsurgent warfare by democracies and
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autocracies between 1945 and 1990, Michael Engelhardt concludes that the
“literature confirms the assumption that non-democratic regimes are free
to use much harsher tactics in dealing with insurgency than are democratic
regimes.” Finally, Gil Merom argues that “democracies fail in small wars
because they cannot find a winning balance between the costs of war in
terms of human lives [to their own military forces] and the political cost
incurred by controlling the latter with force, between acceptable levels of
casualties and acceptable levels of brutality.”*

The most common argument advanced to explain the powerful aversion
to civilian victimization by democracies is that the norms inherent in demo-
cratic societies proscribe killing the innocent.* Valentino, Huth, and Balch-
Lindsay, for example, argue that democratic norms are the key restraint
against killing civilians: “If democratic values promote tolerance, nonvio-
lence, and respect for legal constraints, then democracies should wage their
wars more humanely than other forms of government.”* Other scholars,
however, argue that norms of nonviolence and respect for innocent life
have their origins in liberal rather than democratic theory. Liberal norms
forbid violating the rights of others or treating people as means to an
end. These norms apply even to the citizens of enemy states in wartime.*
Michael Doyle, for example, contends that restraints on violence against
civilians have their origin within liberal thought and endorses Kant’s view
that liberal democracies must “maintain ... a scrupulous respect for the
laws of war.”#

A contrasting perspective on democracy rooted in institutions, however,
implies that democracies should be more likely to inflict civilian victim-
ization on their foes. The logic is simple: as wars become protracted and
the costs of fighting increase, public support tends to decline.”” Knowing
this, democratic elites labor to keep casualties down and maintain public
backing for the war effort, which may produce civilian victimization as a
means to manage costs. Moreover, because losing a war—or even fighting
to a protracted draw—threatens leaders’ tenure in office, democratic execu-
tives have incentives to fight hard and make sure they win. “Fighting hard”
could be interpreted to include civilian victimization.* The threat of removal
for losing a war also gives democrats incentives to pick easier fights in the
first place. This implies that democratic war initiators should be less likely
to victimize noncombatants because these conflicts are unlikely to become
wars of attrition.*” Autocracies, by contrast, are less vulnerable to either of
these forces because leaders in such regimes are not subject to public recall.

Problems with Regime-Type Arguments

Several problems confront either version of the regime-type argument.
First, it is unclear if democracies actually externalize their domestic norms.
Liberal democracies, for example, are supposed to go to war for “liberal”
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reasons only—that is, in self-defense or to prevent human rights abuses. Yet
liberal states routinely attacked and subjugated African and Asian tribes in
the nineteenth century for reasons not remotely connected to security and
have rarely intervened abroad to stop genocide.® Liberal democracies often
sponsor war crimes tribunals, but hardly ever allow their own soldiers or
statesmen to be tried for such violations.” Democracies have also under-
mined or overthrown other democracies and supported brutal dictators
when it suited their interests, such as fighting communism during the cold
war or terrorism today.*

Second, publics in liberal democracies—just as they do not always oppose
war—do not uniformly disapprove of civilian victimization. A principled
minority can always be counted on to denounce attacking noncombatants,
but the majority of people—although firm believers in civilian immunity
in theory—are prepared to countenance civilian deaths when their country
goes to war.”® This is why some authors argue that democratic institutions
facilitate civilian victimization, either by forcing elites to attend to vindic-
tive public opinion or by putting pressure on leaders to win wars quickly
and at low cost.>*

Third, several analysts question the view that democracies are the only
regime type whose domestic institutions systematically affect leaders” be-
havior. Democratic peace theorists argue that the risk of removal from office
gives democrats incentives to avoid antagonizing voters. However, while
the risks of losing power in a democracy from policy failure are no doubt
higher than in less open political systems, the costs of being removed are
much lower: democratic rulers are never punished by exile or death, whereas
leaders of authoritarian regimes sometimes do suffer this fate. It is unclear
whether the incentives created by the risks of losing power dominate those
created by the potential costs. Indeed, recent scholarship on war termina-
tion has found that—contrary to the democracy argument—the costs of re-
moval are the most important factor. Leaders in oligarchic regimes, because
they are likely to be removed and punished for even a moderate loss in
war, tend to gamble for resurrection, risking catastrophic defeat (and sure
punishment) for a slim chance at victory (and continuing in office).*® Demo-
cratic leaders, by contrast, are willing to settle on moderately losing terms
because although they will lose office, they will not lose their lives. Dicta-
tors, too, will settle for small losses because they can repress any domestic
unrest that results. Focusing solely on the risk of removal and ignoring the
potential costs of removal, therefore, is misleading.>

Finally, the democracy argument erroneously assumes that public opinion
acts as a brake on leaders’ ability to conduct foreign policy but that leaders
lack the ability to shape citizens’ views. In fact, leaders in democracies are
not cravenly dependent on public opinion, but possess substantial leeway
to act independently, particularly when it comes to state security.”” Further-
more, the initiation of force abroad by a democracy is frequently met with
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a “rally-round-the-flag” effect whereby much of the public closes ranks be-
hind the executive.”® Two-thirds of the American public, for instance, ini-
tially favored U.S. intervention in Korea and Vietnam, wars that are now
widely viewed as the nation’s least popular conflicts.® Moreover, opposi-
tion parties hardly ever dissent from governments’ choices to threaten or
use force. This fact renders the support of the opposition—thought by some
to be a signal of credibility to potential targets—rather uninformative.®® The
restraining power of public opinion on democratic leaders’ choices to go
to war, therefore—or to victimize noncombatants once in a war—appears
frail.

PERCEPTIONS OF CIVILIZED VERSUS BARBARIC IDENTITY

Other scholars argue that mistreatment of civilians is more likely to
occur in conflicts in which belligerents view each other as “barbaric” or
subhuman. John Dower, for example, has documented how racial hatred
between Japan and the United States in World War II contributed to battle-
field atrocities and eased the way toward incendiary bombing of Japanese
cities.®! Other historians have advanced this thesis to explain brutality in
wars between Christian Europe and the Islamic Middle East, the mass ex-
termination of native civilizations in the New World, and violence in wars
of empire, arguing that the “rules, objectives and conduct of war were alto-
gether different once civilization had been left behind.” Against barbarians,
notes another analyst, “Methods of warfare that in Europe were morally
and legally barred were considered legitimate in the face of an enemy who
did not seem to subscribe to the same cultural code.” As a Greek officer put
it after the Balkan wars of 1912-13, “When you have to deal with barbar-
ians, you must behave like a barbarian yourself. It is the only thing they
understand.”®?

Problems with the Argument

Three flaws undermine the identity argument. First, it is not clear that
objective differences in identity correlate with civilian victimization. For
every historian who argues that wars between Christian Europe and the
Islamic world were particularly brutal, for example, others contend that
wars between Europeans were often just as savage.®® Similarly, Imperial
Japan treated British and American prisoners-of-war with great brutality
during World War II, but behaved just as atrociously toward fellow Asians
in Korea, China, and elsewhere.*

Furthermore, if the identity argument were correct, civilian victimiza-
tion should have been more frequent in colonial and imperial wars than
in interstate wars, since colonial conflicts were fought almost exclusively
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between white, Christian Europeans and nonwhite non-Christian peoples
of Africa and Asia. My coding of the Correlates of War project’s list of
“extrasystemic” wars undercuts this hypothesis.® Using a wide variety of
sources, I was able to judge in 84 of the 112 cases in the dataset whether
the state actor employed a strategy of civilian victimization. Of those 84
cases, states targeted noncombatants in 29 percent of them. The frequency
of civilian victimization in interstate wars—as shown in chapter 2—is about
30 percent for states that had a realistic ability or opportunity to kill enemy
noncombatants.

Similarly, data collected by Ivan Arreguin-Toft on the incidence of “bar-
barism” (a strategy involving the systematic violation of the laws of war)
in asymmetric conflicts since 18og—wars in which the strong side had at
least a ten-to-one advantage in material power—contradict this hypothesis.
Arreguin-Toft found that states used barbarism only about 20 percent of the
time.® Although the majority of the cases in Arreguin-Toft’s dataset com-
prise wars of imperial expansion, maintenance of empire, or decoloniza-
tion, there are also a substantial number of interstate wars and civil wars.
To eliminate overlap with my dataset but still retain my focus on interna-
tional conflict, I dropped these two types of conflicts and reanalyzed the
data. Eliminating interstate and civil wars resulted in a slight increase in
the frequency of barbarism, from 20 to 23.6 percent (N = 106), but this fig-
ure is still somewhat smaller than the frequency of civilian victimization in
interstate wars. Arreguin-Toft also included many conflicts that do not ap-
pear in any conflict dataset (including eleven between the United States and
Native American tribes in the nineteenth century) as well as clashes that are
ambiguous as to whether they are civil or colonial wars, such as rebellions
by groups against land empires like the Ottoman or Russian Empires. Drop-
ping these conflicts yields precisely the same result: barbarism occurred in
23.6 percent of the cases (N = 72). Thus, it does not appear that civilian
victimization is more frequent in imperial and colonial conflicts than it is in
interstate conflicts.

A second reason to doubt the identity argument for civilian victimiza-
tion is that demonization of the enemy is ubiquitous in war, yet civilian
victimization is relatively rare. States in conflict almost always vilify each
other, and political elites have considerable incentives to use such rheto-
ric, both to convince their populations that war is justified and to mobilize
them to fight the conflict.” The occurrence of civilian victimization in war,
however, varies. Demonization, moreover, when it does occur, is likely to
be motivated by clashes of interest rather than actual beliefs about the bar-
baric nature of the enemy. Germany’s transformation in American rhetoric
from advanced constitutional state to autocracy before World War I, and
the transformation of Saddam Hussein from a bulwark against Islamism
in the 1980s to another Hitler after his invasion of Kuwait in 1990, both
reflected changes in American relations with Germany and Iraq rather than
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objective modifications in those countries’ institutions or identities.®® Simi-
larly, when Greece and Bulgaria fought together against Turkey in the First
Balkan War, they had friendly relations and viewed each other positively.
When the interests of the former allies clashed in 1913, however, and “policy
dictated a breach,” the Greek press (on cue from the government) spewed
forth anti-Bulgarian invective and the previously friendly attitudes between
the two nations completely reversed.®” In short, demonization occurs all the
time, but civilian victimization does not, and demonization tends to be in-
strumental, having little or nothing to do with leaders’ views regarding the
enemy’s actual identity.

Third, although a sophisticated proponent of the identity thesis might
argue that perceptions of identity are endogenous to war—that is, the pro-
cess of fighting brutalizes the participants and convinces them over time
that the enemy is barbaric—this, too, is unlikely to account for many cases
of civilian victimization. For one thing, it is natural for men who are trying
to kill each other to develop feelings of hatred for the enemy. Brutalization
in this sense is ubiquitous, but civilian victimization again varies. Moreover,
brutalization is most likely to occur in protracted wars of attrition and is thus
at least partly a response to rising costs of fighting and desperation. Finally,
brutalization affects soldiers on the battlefield more than those responsible
for the strategic direction of the war and is thus probably a better explana-
tion for battlefield atrocities than for policies of civilian victimization.”

MILITARY ORGANIZATIONS AND CIVILIAN VICTIMIZATION

Like the regime-type perspective, organization theory contains two dif-
ferent arguments on the origins of civilian victimization: organizational cul-
ture and parochial organizational interests.

Organizational Culture

Proponents of organizational culture argue that the prevailing culture in-
side a military organization determines whether it will advocate a strategy
that targets civilians. The culture of an organization refers to the beliefs,
ways of doing business, and standard operating procedures that develop
over time inside an organization based on its members’ perception of the
organization’s mission and goals. In a military organization, “each service
develops a culture to guide war fighting. These ‘paradigms’ either advocate
or ignore specific means of warfare. Those means compatible with the dom-
inant war-fighting culture will be adopted and advocated by the military,
those means not compatible will suffer benign neglect.””* Importantly, mili-
taries tend to prefer escalation in those areas that fit with their cultures: “An
organizational-culture perspective posits that state preferences on restraint
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originate in the fit between a particular means of warfare and the collec-
tive beliefs of the military services that deploy the means in question. ...
States will prefer mutual restraint in a particular mode of force if it is antithetical
to the war-fighting culture of their military bureaucracy. States will favor escala-
tion when the organizational cultures of their military bureaucracies are compatible
with use.”™

This hypothesis, although formulated as a general proposition regarding
militaries” willingness to escalate, can be recast more narrowly in terms of
noncombatant immunity: states will target enemy civilians if the cultures
of their militaries embrace strategies predicated on defeating an adversary
by punishing its civilian population. States will observe noncombatant im-
munity and kill relatively few civilians when they have military cultures that
favor counterforce targeting. Legro, for example, argues that the culture of
land power in the German armed forces explains why the Luftwaffe gener-
ally refrained from bombing civilians early in World War II. Britain, on the
other hand, ultimately adopted punishment bombing of German noncomba-
tants owing to the culture of area bombing that developed in the RAF during
the interwar period.” Others argue that the culture of the German Army in
the Wilhelmine period—in particular its obsession with battles of annihila-
tion and total victory—could generate fearful violence against noncomba-
tants in order to achieve the absolute triumph of force the army’s culture
demanded. When a quick and total victory eluded the kaiser’s soldiers—as
it did in Southwest Africa in 1904—the relentless pursuit of the enemy in an
attempt to achieve total conquest resulted in the near extermination of the
Herero people.™

Parochial Organizational Interests

Arguments based in parochial organizational interests, by contrast, argue
that all organizations tend to want the same kinds of things—autonomy
from outside oversight, control over their own affairs, greater levels of
prestige and resources—and thus similar organizations across different
countries or different issue areas should behave similarly. Organization
theorists of military doctrine, for example, contend that all militaries ex-
hibit a bias toward the offensive since attacking tends to require greater
resources and expertise than defending.”” This perspective on civilian vic-
timization implies that should a military organization—or key individuals
within the organization—perceive that targeting civilians might advance
the organization’s parochial interests—or enhance their own job security—
the organization will be more likely to lobby for—and the state more likely
to adopt—a strategy of civilian victimization.

The strategy of firebombing Japan in World War II is frequently cited as
an example of the power of organizational imperatives. Proponents of stra-
tegic airpower in the U.S. Army Air Forces, such as General Henry “Hap”
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Arnold, knew that if strategic bombing could defeat Japan on its own and
alleviate the need for a costly invasion of the Japanese home islands, this
would be a powerful argument for making the air force independent of
the army. Arnold pressured his subordinates to achieve results in the Pacific
with the new B-29 bomber, going so far as to sack General Haywood Han-
sell and replace him with General Curtis LeMay as commander of B-29s in
January 1945. LeMay, too, was told he was expendable if he did not prove
the worth of airpower. LeMay’s shift to firebombing in March 1945, accord-
ing to this account, was motivated primarily by his desire to keep his job,
which was in jeopardy owing to Arnold’s wish to prove that airpower could
win wars on its own and should therefore constitute an independent service
coequal with the army and the navy.

Problems with Organizational Arguments

One problem shared by both versions of these organization theory argu-
ments is that they apply to the era of professionalized military bureaucra-
cies, which began to emerge in Europe only in the mid-to-late nineteenth
century. Civilian victimization, however, has existed since the beginning of
recorded history. The contribution of organizational arguments, therefore, is
limited to the relatively recent past. Similarly, arguments that focus on mili-
tary organizations as the key actors fail to explain how militaries get their
preferences implemented as state policy when there is civilian control of the
military. Civilian policymakers ultimately make the decisions, and they are
not affected by the dynamics of military cultures or interservice rivalries.

Accounts featuring organizational culture amply demonstrate that the
preconceived assumptions and ideas regarding the appropriate way to
fight that permeate military organizations affect the doctrine these orga-
nizations develop to wage wars and even how militaries choose to fight in
the early stages of armed conflicts. Still, cultural arguments are plagued by
two significant weaknesses. First, as an empirical fact, few states plan to
implement policies of civilian victimization before wars break out, and even
fewer military organizations formulate such strategies in peacetime. Excep-
tions, of course, exist. The development of an area bombing doctrine in the
interwar period by Britain’s Royal Air Force is one example. Similarly, the
Eisenhower administration’s New Look strategy in the 1950s emphasized
massive retaliation in the event of Soviet aggression, entailing the obliter-
ation of more than one hundred Soviet cities and millions of civilians in
the process.” But these examples are few and far between. Moreover, even
when militaries do have strategies that call for civilian victimization, these
are not automatically and immediately carried out on the outbreak of war. It
took two years for Britain to shift to area bombing in World War Il as British
leaders generally steered clear of targeting German civilians in the war’s
early phases to avoid giving Hitler an excuse to bomb British cities.”
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Second, the vast majority of systematic targeting of noncombatants that
occurs during wars happens when militaries’ initial counterforce strategies
fail to deliver a quick and decisive victory. The enemy’s ability to retali-
ate against the state’s own civilians also sometimes dictates a strategy that
avoids noncombatants in a conflict’s early phases (as in the example above).
Escalation to civilian victimization, however, eventually occurs whether or
not it is compatible with military culture because it is a logical response to
the rising costs of battle and /or the need to achieve victory or stave off de-
feat. A “culture of punishment” is thus neither necessary nor sufficient for
a state to target civilians.

The parochial organizational interest argument also faces difficulties. For
one, it seemingly overpredicts civilian victimization, since military branches
are always competing for resources and influence yet civilians are rarely
targeted. Moreover, if the argument is restricted to services trying to secure
organizational independence, such as the U.S. Air Force in World War II,
the question is why did services that were already independent—such as
the RAF in Britain and the Luftwaffe in Germany—also bomb civilians? Fi-
nally, if securing organizational independence is such an important motiva-
tion for civilian victimization, why did the U.S. Air Force behave similarly
in Korea—after achieving organizational autonomy—to the way it did in
World War I, firebombing cities in North Korea?

DESPERATION, CONQUEST, AND CIVILIAN VICTIMIZATION

I argue that states are prone to target civilians for one of two reasons:
first, desperation to achieve victory and lower costs in protracted wars of
attrition—in which case civilian victimization is a coercive strategy meant
to sap the morale of an adversary’s population or undermine the enemy’s
ability to fight—and second, an appetite for territorial conquest that causes
states to use force to subdue or eliminate an adversary’s population to gain
control over the conquered area. States that are less tolerant of costs and in
greater need of victory—such as democracies—are likely to be more suscep-
tible to desperation.

Desperation and Civilian Victimization

Imagine two belligerents go to war over issue X. Each country wants to
win a quick and decisive victory, achieving its aims at relatively low cost
to itself. Imagine further that events do not unfold as planned, and the bel-
ligerents” strategies for prevailing quickly and cheaply are foiled. The war
bogs down into siegelike operations, trench warfare, and costly battles of at-
trition. Alternatively, suppose a country is attacked by a rival, and owing to
the geographic or military circumstances realizes that the war is going to be
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a difficult and costly slog. Battlefield stalemates like these—or the knowl-
edge early on that there is no easy way to prevail—give rise to two mecha-
nisms that can trigger civilian victimization. First, such deadlocks induce
desperation to win: belligerents will use any means that has the potential to
pull victory from the jaws of defeat. Second, the costs of fighting generated
by wars of attrition cause desperation to save lives and lead to targeting of
noncombatants as a cost-reduction strategy that allows a state to continue
prosecuting the war at an acceptable price in casualties.”

In protracted wars of attrition, civilian victimization is a form of coercion,
that is, the attempt to influence an adversary’s behavior by manipulating
costs and benefits. Specifically, civilian victimization inflicts costs on non-
combatants to coerce a government or rebel organization to cease fighting.
Traditionally, scholars have equated inflicting pain on noncombatants with
punishment. Punishment is a coercive strategy that erodes the adversary’s
will to fight, either by convincing the government that the civilian costs
outweigh the benefits of resistance, or by turning the civilians themselves
against the war and hoping that they will pressure the government to end
the war. The logic of punishment is clearly reflected in Lord Cherwell’s “de-
housing” memo, which became the basis for British urban area bombing
during World War II. Cherwell—Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s scien-
tific adviser—argued that relentless bombing of cities would destroy Ger-
man morale by rendering the population homeless.” Of course, the British
proposed to do much more than simply destroy German homes: the real
targets were the occupants of those homes. But the objective of the strat-
egy is nonetheless clear: kill noncombatants to break the will of survivors,
thereby inducing the enemy to give up.

Victimizing civilians can also follow the logic of denial, intended more to
undermine the adversary’s ability to prosecute its military strategy than to
break its will to resist. According to internal military documents from 1943
and 1944, for example, American planning to use incendiary bombs against
Japanese cities was not a punishment strategy. Rather, the objective was
to destroy Japan's dispersed system of industrial production and to gener-
ate a labor shortage by killing workers.® Similarly, in response to Chinese
intervention in the Korean War in early November 1950, the commander
of UN forces—General Douglas MacArthur—unleashed U.S. bombers to
create a cordon sanitaire between the Chinese border and UN lines. Accord-
ing to one historian, “MacArthur told the American ambassador to South
Korea that he intended to turn the narrow stretch of territory between UN
lines and the border into ‘a desert’ incapable of supporting Communist
troops.”®!

The denial logic of civilian victimization is even more apparent in coun-
terguerrilla warfare. Insurgent forces rely on the assistance they receive
from the civilian population. Counterinsurgency strategies use civilian vic-
timization to sever the link between the guerrillas and the populace by one
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of two means: deter people from helping the insurgents, or physically pre-
vent such support by removing the population from areas where guerrillas
operate. The deterrence tactic employs murders and massacres of known or
suspected insurgent supporters to frighten those left alive. The interdiction
method, by contrast, concentrates people under government control or sim-
ply kills them, rendering them unable to support the guerrillas.

Desperation to Win. When wars become protracted with little chance of
victory on the immediate horizon, belligerents are more likely to employ ci-
vilian victimization out of desperation to win the war. In an anarchic world,
states are concerned with survival. While the consequences of defeat in war
are not always catastrophic, at the very least defeat can endanger the state’s
power position or reputation, leaving it vulnerable to future predation or
challenges by its neighbors. In wars of attrition, moreover, the consequences
of losing may be severe, including the loss of significant amounts of terri-
tory, national independence, or even enslavement or genocide. The perils
of defeat, therefore, make decision-makers desperate to win and may cause
leaders to target civilians.

A classic case of desperation to win occurred in the latter days of World
War I. Despite increasing pressures from the admirals of the High Seas Fleet,
both Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg and Kaiser Wilhelm II
had steadfastly rejected launching a campaign of unlimited submarine war-
fare against British commerce with German U-boats. Such a strategy, they
believed, ran too great a risk of provoking the United States to enter the con-
flict, a risk they did not feel was warranted given Germany’s relatively fa-
vorable military position. In the summer of 1916, however, blow after blow
struck the Central Powers—failure at Verdun, the British offensive on the
Somme, the Brusilov offensive against Austria-Hungary, and the entry of
Romania into the war on the side of the Entente powers—radically chang-
ing the German leadership’s perception of the likelihood of victory. A sense
of desperation that something had to be done to stem the tide of defeats
finally caused Bethmann-Hollweg to acquiesce in the military’s desire for
U-boat warfare against ships importing food to Britain. As naval historian
V. E. Tarrant concludes, “The demands of the military and naval leaders,
the Kaiser’s acquiescence and the Chancellor’s abdication of authority had
a common denominator—realistically there was no alternative but to make
the ultimate decision with regard to the strategic use of the U-boats, because
Germany'’s situation was desperate.”®

Desperation to win is also behind many instances of civilian victimiza-
tion in wars against guerrilla insurgencies. Rebel movements that choose to
employ a guerrilla strategy do not hope to defeat their more powerful foes
by inflicting massive casualties. Rather, guerrillas hope to prolong the war
indefinitely, inflicting small but steady casualties on their adversary in the
hope that the more powerful side will tire of the conflict and give in to the
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insurgents’ demands instead of continuing to prosecute a seemingly un-
winnable war. The stronger forces, therefore, have an incentive to strike at
the guerrillas” Achilles heel—the civilian population from which they draw
recruits, supplies, shelter, and information—in order to shorten the war.®
Rebels, too, tend to target noncombatants as they become increasingly des-
perate, which tends to occur when government forces begin to infiltrate
areas the insurgents have previously controlled, causing the rebels to lash
out against defectors to deter other potential turncoats.®

Desperation to Save Lives. As the costs of fighting mount, states need to
conserve their military forces while still putting pressure on the enemy.
Given that the manpower resources of most countries are not inexhaust-
ible, suffering large numbers of casualties threatens to deplete the state’s
most important military asset, which could eventually result in an inability
to continue the war. Taking huge casualties is also bad for the military’s
morale, as demonstrated by the French army mutinies after the disastrous
Nivelle offensive of 1917. Terrific combat losses, moreover, sap morale on
the home front, causing civilians to lose faith in victory and pressure the
government to stop the war. And, in the words of George Kennan, “Gov-
ernment is an agent, not a principal. Its primary obligation is to the in-
terests of the national society it represents.” The interests of mankind as
a whole rate—if anything—a distant second.®* This obligation, or “states-
man’s duty,” disposes leaders to value and protect the lives of their people
over those of foreigners.® Targeting enemy civilians (or using force less
discriminately)—because it can provide a way to continue attacking the
enemy yet decrease one’s own losses at the same time—is a rational solu-
tion.¥” Over time, therefore, even if leaders did not previously believe in
the efficacy of civilian victimization or think that they would use such a
morally objectionable strategy, the costs of the fighting convince them that
something must be done to win the war but also to limit losses. Civilian
victimization is a promising option on both counts.

The costs of fighting come in two forms: costs of actual military opera-
tions, and costs expected to result from future operations. In the former, in-
creasing losses from combat threaten to destroy a belligerent’s forces. This
can occur in the context of a particular military campaign or in the war
as a whole. When U.S. daylight precision bombing of Germany in World
War II became unsustainably costly in the fall of 1943, for example, Ameri-
can airmen—rather than abandon bombing altogether—adopted radar
techniques that radically reduced accuracy and increased noncombatant
casualties, but drastically reduced U.S. bomber losses.®® In World War I, as
the expectations of each of the belligerents regarding the costs of fighting
and the duration of the war as a whole changed as 1914 turned to 1915,
leaders in many of these countries decided to add civilian victimization—
in the form of primitive strategic bombing and naval blockade—to their
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repertoire of strategies to coerce their enemies to end the war and limit
their own combat losses.

Civilian victimization may also result when belligerents expect that the
costs of future fighting will inflict serious military costs. The anticipation
of high costs of fighting can occur before the war actually starts or during
the war itself. The prospect or expectation that a war will be costly induces
states to develop strategies that will achieve the state’s aims but avoid pay-
ing a high price.*” The mere prospect of future costs before a war begins is
thus generally not powerful enough to cause states to target civilians be-
cause states desire quick and decisive victories, and civilian victimization—
to the extent that it works—works slowly.

When the costs of an impending military operation promise to be very
high during an ongoing war, however, the state is already committed, fewer
alternatives are available, and hence civilian victimization is more likely to
be chosen. In one scenario, a state is attacked and knows immediately that
the war cannot be won quickly. This was the case in the Pacific after Japan
struck the United States in the Philippines and at Pearl Harbor. Driven out
of the Far East and with much of the Pacific fleet destroyed, the United
States simply did not have the means at its disposal to defeat Japan quickly.
Moreover, American leaders understood that penetrating Japan’s defense
perimeter would require difficult fighting well before U.S. forces got any-
where near the Japanese homeland. In short, U.S. leaders knew that they
were in for a long war of attrition and began to plan accordingly for how
they might employ airpower against Japanese cities to lower the costs of
victory and shorten the war.

The classic example of impending costs during an ongoing war is siege
warfare: assaulting walled cities was difficult because of the advantages
held by the defender, and thus besieging forces would try to reduce the
town with indiscriminate bombardment and starvation. A more recent
example on a grander scale was the endgame of the Pacific War. Military
planners forecast that the projected invasions of the Japanese home islands
would exact a heavy toll in U.S. casualties. Confronted with this prediction,
U.S. leaders tightened the naval blockade, firebombed Japanese cities, and
ultimately used atomic weapons to avoid a costly invasion.

A Tactic of Later Resort. Because states prefer to win quick and decisive
victories, they typically seek to defeat an adversary’s military forces at the
outset of wars. Unless states specifically intend to seize and annex territory
populated by the enemy, therefore, civilian victimization tends to be a “tactic
of later resort.”*® When states face the prospect of a protracted war of attri-
tion, they more often than not are deterred from initiating a conflict, or they
postpone an attack until they devise a plan that promises to deliver a victory
on the cheap. The problem with initiating a war with a strategy of civilian
victimization is that such strategies—when they work—take time to have
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an effect. States tend not to elect civilian victimization as a war-initiating
strategy, therefore, because it possesses little utility for winning quick and
decisive victories.”

Robert Pape has elaborated a number of reasons why coercive strate-
gies do not succeed quickly. It is important to remember that these reasons
apply especially to civilian victimization, which Pape argues is unlikely to
succeed in major wars because states are able to adapt and minimize their
vulnerability, punishment cannot inflict sufficient pain on nationalistic so-
cieties to compel them to sacrifice important interests, and hurting civilians
more often turns them against the attacker than against their own leaders.
Beyond these factors, coercion produces success late in wars for Pape be-
cause leaders face significant costs for admitting defeat. Democratic leaders
confront the prospect of being voted out of office for losing the war, whereas
autocratic leaders may be overthrown, exiled, jailed, or killed. Leaders thus
tend to hold out, hoping for a miracle to reverse the tide of battle and save
their political futures. Even when political leaders are ready to throw in the
towel, sometimes the military opposes surrender.”

Other factors reinforce the tendency for civilian victimization as a tactic
of later resort. The most important of these is deterrence, the ability of both
adversaries to strike each other’s noncombatants. When both belligerents
have the ability to kill their adversary’s civilians, each may be deterred from
striking by the prospect of retaliation, much like mutual assured destruc-
tion discouraged the United States and the Soviet Union from using nuclear
weapons during the cold war. Mutual deterrence of this kind, for example,
restrained the onset of urban aerial bombing by Britain and Germany in the
early years of World War II.** When only one side possesses the capability
to target civilians—or when a conflict has progressed to the stage that one
side is safe from retaliation by the enemy—the deterrence view would not
predict restraint to hold up.

Belligerents may also be deterred from victimizing noncombatants by the
fear of alienating a powerful third party or even provoking it to enter hos-
tilities. In the early months of World War I, British leaders worried that im-
plementing a total blockade of Germany might provoke the neutral states of
northern Europe to enter the conflict on Germany’s side and cost them much
needed American support. Similarly, the Germans feared that unrestricted
submarine warfare would trigger American intervention on the side of the
Entente, and thus German political leaders refused to unleash the U-boats
until after the tide of the war turned decisively against them in 1916.

Furthermore, the desire to avoid international criticism of their conduct
or damage to the state’s reputation could deter leaders from early resort to
civilian victimization. Although the norm against killing civilians has never
been internalized so as to make attacking noncombatants unthinkable, vio-
lating it imposes a cost by sullying a state’s reputation. Belligerents often
attempt to curry favor with influential neutral states or the international
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community more generally by proclaiming their intention to wage war in
conformity with international humanitarian norms, or by denouncing sup-
posed violations of those norms by their opponent.”

Finally, and most simply, states must have the ability to reach an adver-
sary’s homeland to employ civilian victimization, and this is sometimes not
the case early in a conflict. After Japan’s surprise attack on American bases
in Hawaii and the Philippines in December 1941, for example, the United
States had few means with which to inflict damage on the Japanese home
islands. Only after a protracted island-hopping campaign did the United
States acquire bases close enough to Japan to contemplate a serious cam-
paign of civilian victimization.*

Appetite for Conquest and Civilian Victimization

The desperation model assumes nothing about the nature of the belliger-
ents’ war aims, only that states go to war over an unspecified issue. In some
conflicts, however, the objective of one or both combatants is to conquer
and annex a piece of the adversary’s territory. Land, of course, is rarely
uninhabited, and the people living there can be more or less hostile to the
change in ownership. When the chancellor of Prussia, Otto von Bismarck,
sought to annex the historically German provinces of Alsace and Lorraine
(acquired by France under Louis XIV) in the Franco-Prussian War, much of
the population did not oppose the transfer of sovereignty. The Prussians,
moreover, viewed the inhabitants as “German” and capable of being assim-
ilated without much trouble.” Mass violence against civilians was therefore
absent in this case. Other cases, however, turn out differently. What distin-
guishes these from the outcome in 1870?

I argue that the presence of civilian populations sharing the nationality of
the enemy in areas a belligerent wishes to annex generates civilian victimiza-
tion to cow such people into submission or, more commonly, to evict them
from the territory altogether.”® On the one hand, these civilians sometimes
pose a real threat of subversion or rebellion, a potential fifth column that can
create serious immediate or future problems for the occupier. Demographi-
cally intermingled ethnonational groups, for example—such as Arabs and
Jews in Palestine (1947—49) or Serbs and Muslims in Bosnia (1992—-95)—
occasionally go to war. At least one side in such conflicts—and often both—
seeks to establish a national state on all or part of the territory inhabited by
another group. A national state with a substantial minority of “nonnation-
als,” however, is unlikely to be secure or stable over time because this group
poses a permanent threat of rebellion. As one Zionist leader commented in
1938, “We cannot start the Jewish state with . .. half the population being
Arab. . .. Such a state cannot survive even half an hour.”” Moreover, leaving
concentrations of enemy nationals intact behind the front lines risks leaving
a fifth column that could take up arms and create a two-front war. After
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the Haganah (the main Jewish defense force) captured the town of Beisan
in May 1948, for instance, Jewish officers—who viewed this concentration
of Arab civilians so close to the front lines as a security threat—sought and
received approval to expel them.'® Believing that there is little or no possi-
bility of gaining the support of members of the opposing group, belligerents
in these situations attack the other group’s civilians to avoid the risk—if not
always the actuality—of being attacked themselves.

Expelling or killing civilians of the enemy group not only reduces the
costs of the present fighting—by depriving their fighters of manpower and
materiel—but it also reduces the threat of future costs from an uprising or a
rescue operation by the group’s coethnics from outside the state. The pres-
ence of these civilians creates a standing invitation for their conationals in
neighboring states to intervene to rescue them, as well as giving the territory’s
former owner a claim to the land. In the first Balkan war (1912-13), for ex-
ample, Serbia, Montenegro, Bulgaria, and Greece invaded Ottoman territory
with the explicit intention of seizing land and annexing it to their national
states. To ensure the viability—and permanence—of these conquests, and to
reduce the possibility that the Turks would seek to reconquer lost territories,
the Balkan states quickly set about persecuting and expelling Turkish civil-
ians. When the former allies turned on each other in the second Balkan war
(1913), they likewise killed and banished civilians who shared the national-
ity of their new enemy, the losing Bulgarians suffering the most.™

In interstate wars, the group most likely to be viewed as hostile or threat-
ening is the noncombatant population that shares the enemy’s national-
ity. Occasionally, however, a regime identifies one particular group in the
enemy society as the most serious threat, such as Nazi Germany’s classifica-
tion of Jews as a racial and ideological menace. Groups like this may then
be singled out for especially harsh treatment, deportation, or even total an-
nihilation. This may also occur when a state at war perceives a particular
domestic population as sympathetic to the enemy and thus constituting a
potential fifth column. Examples include Turkey’s treatment of its Arme-
nian population in World War I, and Stalin’s deportation of ethnic Germans
from European Russia and several other groups from the Caucasus during
World War II.'2 Nor is ethnonational identity the sole line of difference:
some states are governed by particular political ideologies and may per-
secute their ideological foes on invading another country.'® These special
motivations for identifying the “hostile” population granted, however, the
basic logic of territorial annexation still holds, and no special murderous
ideology is needed to generate civilian victimization in these conflicts.

A Tactic of Early Resort. Civilian victimization in wars in which the an-
nexation of enemy-inhabited territory is the goal tends to be a tactic of early
resort because civilians are readily accessible, and attacking them pays im-
mediate military and political dividends by removing threats of rebellion
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and subversion in the army’s rear area. Furthermore, deterrence is unlikely
to act as a restraint because one side may have exclusive access to the adver-
sary’s civilians as a consequence of invading enemy territory. Eliminating
fifth columns in one’s midst may also seem necessary for survival and hence
override fears that the enemy might launch reprisals elsewhere. Moreover,
states involved in aggressive wars to seize and colonize territory, or locked
in struggles for survival to eliminate fifth columns, are probably less sus-
ceptible to norms against harming noncombatants.

The Rationality of Civilian Victimization

As noted in the introduction, civilian victimization is commonly thought
to be irrational because attacking noncombatants is generally ineffective
and sometimes even steels the enemy’s resolve to resist."™ This raises a puz-
zling question: If governments know that victimizing civilians will not help
achieve their objectives, then why would they do it?

Those who uncritically condemn policies of civilian victimization
wrongly assume that such policies are always ineffective.'® There is signifi-
cant variation in the success rate of civilian victimization over time and
across different types of warfare. In the past, sieges regularly succeeded at
capturing enemy towns by starving the besieged civilian population. The
hunger, deprivation, sickness, and death inflicted on noncombatants dur-
ing the Siege of Paris by Prussia in 1870-71, for example, significantly has-
tened French officials” decision to surrender the city. By late January 1871,
according to one history of the conflict, “Cases were reported of people
dropping dead in queues outside food-shops, and undernourishment, cold
and disease took their toll of thousands more. . . . Faced with the imminent
prospect of famine on a horrifying scale, the Government decided that it
could not delay negotiating an armistice any longer.”'%

Besieging entire countries and attempting to coerce them into ending a
war via civilian victimization is more difficult, owing to the resiliency of the
modern nation-state, but does not always fail. The Anglo-American naval
blockade of Germany in World War I, for example, is credited by some—
including Philipp Scheidemann, the leader of Germany’s Social Democratic
Party at the end of the war—with contributing to Germany’s eventual
collapse in the fall of 1918.1” Similarly, the U.S. blockade of Japan during
World War II debilitated Japanese war production by 1945. Had the war
continued, Japan would have faced widespread famine owing to its inabil-
ity to import food.!”® By contrast, all three attempts by continental powers
to interdict Great Britain’s food supply—Napoleon’s Continental System,
and the U-boat campaigns of Wilhelmine and Nazi Germany—produced
disappointing results for the coercer, owing to Britain’s ability to adjust to
projected shortages, substitute other goods for those in short supply, and
place more land under cultivation.'®
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Judicious use of terror against civilians can pay high military dividends
in guerrilla wars: insurgents employ it to coerce civilians into supporting
their movement, while incumbents rely on it as a means of counterpersua-
sion. The Vietcong, for example, made widespread use of assassination to
terrorize rural villagers in South Vietnam. According to Stathis Kalyvas, “In
a hamlet they would pick out a couple of people who they said cooper-
ated with the United States, and shoot them, to set an example. Apparently,
this worked.” Similarly, the Phoenix Program instituted by U.S. and South
Vietnamese forces “appears to have been quite effective in getting South
Vietnamese peasants to minimize their collaboration with the Vietcong after
1971.”1% But even indiscriminate violence—such as forced concentration or
mass killing intended to reduce guerrillas’ ability to fight by cutting them
off from the civilian population—has succeeded in several wars. Indiscrim-
inate violence can succeed against smaller populations and land areas—
such as the Second Anglo-Boer War, the U.S.—Filipino War, the Second Italo-
Sanusi War—because the government is able to target the entire population,
preventing it from providing any material support to the rebels. Such
strategies tend to backfire when states are unable to exert physical control
over the territory or population in question, as the Germans could not do in
the Soviet Union or the Balkans during World War II."*2

Many states have successfully expanded their territory (or that of an ally)
by targeting enemy civilians in wars of conquest. Just looking at interstate
wars, for example, Russia assisted in the creation of a Bulgarian state by
killing and expelling Muslim Turks in the Russo-Turkish war (1877-78);
Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece, and Montenegro each expanded at the expense
of Ottoman Turkey in 1912-13, driving out much of the remaining Muslim
population in Europe in the process; Israel consolidated and expanded its
territory in the 1948 war, as most of the Palestinian Arabs fled the fighting
or were expelled by force; and Turkey established a Turkish Cypriot enclave
in northern Cyprus in 1974 by forcibly removing Greek Cypriots. Clearly,
some ethnic cleansing campaigns also backfire: Germany’s quest to conquer
much of the Soviet Union in World War II is the most spectacular example.
Greece’s expulsion of Turks from western Anatolia also miscarried when
Mustafa Kemal rallied the Turkish Army and ejected the invaders, ending
the Greek presence in Anatolia.

Further evidence regarding the effectiveness of civilian victimization can
be derived from large-N data (see table 1.2). Returning to Arreguin-Toft’s
data on asymmetric conflicts, for example, strong actors that used barbarism
as a strategy won 78 percent of the time, compared to 69 percent for strong
actors that employed conventional strategies. Furthermore, barbarism is
much more effective than conventional approaches against insurgencies,
winning in 77 percent of cases versus 50 percent in which this approach was
not used."® An examination of the Correlates of War project’s “extrasystemic”
war data yields similar results. Civilian victimization in these conflicts is no
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more or less effective than fighting conventionally—79 versus 83 percent—
but it still works in four out of every five cases. Against guerrillas, however,
civilian victimization wins somewhat more often than conventional ap-
proaches, 71 to 60 percent." Finally, in interstate wars, states that target civil-
ians win 62 percent of their wars as opposed to 42 percent of states that use
exclusively countermilitary strategies. This relationship holds—although not
as strongly—in wars of attrition, where the figures are 61 versus 44 percent.">
These correlations, of course, do not prove that civilian victimization was a
cause of victory. However, if civilian victimization were as ineffective as some
critics maintain, there should be some evidence that states that target civil-
ians lose in the majority of cases. Instead, the evidence indicates precisely the
opposite: targeting civilians seems to be at least as effective—and sometimes
more effective—than conventional strategies."¢

A key point to remember, finally, is that civilian victimization is often
driven by perceived strategic necessity: leaders may see themselves as hav-
ing little choice but to target noncombatants if they wish to prevail at a price
they can afford, avoid defeat, or annex desired territory. Leaders, therefore,
need not be certain that civilian victimization will succeed; they merely
need to believe that it might lower their costs of fighting, contribute to vic-
tory (or stave off defeat), or consolidate their hold over territory. If civilian
victimization offers a chance of reversing a grim situation, or delivering a
state’s goals at a cost it can afford to pay, leaders may take that chance rather
than abandon their goals. Civilian victimization is thus a calculated risk,
not an irrational gamble.

Table 1.2. Civilian victimization and victory

Percentage of victories in guerrilla wars/

Percentage of victories wars of attrition
Barbarism/civilian Conventional Barbarism/civilian Conventional
victimization strategy victimization strategy
Asymmetric 78 69 77 50**
wars
Extrasystemic 79 83 71 60
wars
Interstate wars 6274 4% 61 44

Sources: Data on the effectiveness of barbarism in asymmetric wars are from Ivan Arreguin-
Toft, “How the Weak Win Wars: A Theory of Asymmetric Conflict,” International Security 26, no. 1
(summer 2001): 93-128. Data on outcomes in interstate and extrasystemic wars is from Correlates
of War Interstate and Extra-State War Data, version 3. http://cow2.la.psu.edu. Coding for civilian
victimization in these conflicts was performed by the author.

Note: Asterisks indicate that the difference between the two strategies is statistically significant;
** = < 0.05; ** = <0.01.
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METHODS AND CASES

The theories sketched in this chapter predict different patterns of out-
comes. The remainder of this book is devoted to testing these competing
arguments and determining which provides the superior explanation for ci-
vilian victimization in warfare. I employ both large-N statistical techniques
as well as process tracing of historical cases to investigate the causes of civil-
ian victimization. This combination of methodologies allows me to compile
evidence on the incidence of civilian victimization in a large sample of cases
and investigate its causes in particular instances.

The comparative advantage of statistical methods lies in establishing cor-
relations between independent and dependent variables in a wide variety
of cases. The analysis in chapter 2, for example, includes all countries that
participated in an interstate war in the past two centuries, a total of 323
countries in 100 conflicts. These states are coded along a variety of dimen-
sions, including whether or not they used a strategy of civilian victimiza-
tion and how many civilians they killed. Using this data, I am able not only
to establish correlations between individual independent variables and
civilian victimization, but I can also determine the relative importance of
each variable controlling for the effects of the others, as well as estimate
how much each of the independent variables increases or decreases the like-
lihood that a state will victimize noncombatants. This large-N methodology
permits greater confidence in the results than were I to examine only a few
cases in depth. In particular, the statistical aspect of this book demonstrates
the generalizability (or external validity) of my arguments regarding des-
peration, appetite for conquest, and civilian victimization, suggesting that
these arguments are not the product of case selection or unique to a few
particular cases but hold across many wars.

Large-N methodologies are less adroit, however, at showing causality—
that changes in an independent variable actually cause (rather than cor-
relate with) changes in the dependent variable. Every theory, in addition
to having a hypothesis that predicts a relationship between two variables,
contains a causal logic that explains why this relationship obtains. If a the-
ory is correct, we should observe leaders in individual cases reasoning and
behaving in ways that the causal logic of the theory predicts. Investigat-
ing these causal logics is the strength of qualitative methods, particularly
process tracing: demonstrating that as leaders” perceptions of the costs of
fighting rise or their estimates of the likelihood of victory fall, they choose
to adopt less discriminate means of combat or deliberately target civilians.
The two methods, therefore, complement each other, and strengthen the
inferences that may be drawn from the evidence presented.

Within the qualitative section of this book, the criteria I used to select
cases for closer examination allow me to make relatively strong claims
about causality. First, I chose cases that contained variation on the primary

[40]



Defining and Explaining Civilian Victimization

independent variables: regime type, identity, organizational culture and
interests, desperation, and annexationist war aims. Because it is not pos-
sible to obtain variation on all of these variables in a single case, I selected
several in order to be able to make comparisons across cases. Some cases,
for example, pit a democracy against a nondemocracy. Others pit two bel-
ligerents that share a similar cultural code whereas in a third group of cases,
two belligerents who view each other as barbarians square off. There are
also cases in which desperation and the desire to annex territory vary. My
arguments are strengthened to the extent that similar behaviors emerge
across regime types and different views of the adversary’s identity, and
variation in behavior accords with variation in desperation and annexation-
ist war aims."”

Second, although I placed a high priority on covering the four main forms
of civilian victimization—bombing, blockade/siege, counterinsurgency,
and cleansing—selecting only cases in which victimization occurred would
bias my results because of the problems associated with selecting on the de-
pendent variable. I thus examine not only cases where civilian victimization
was present, but also several cases—such as the 1991 Persian Gulf War—in
which the states concerned did not victimize noncombatants in order to ob-
serve if the variables I assert cause civilian victimization are absent or take
low values in these cases.

Third, many of the cases of desperation I examine are characterized by
within-case variation in both costs and expectations of victory, on the one
hand, and civilian victimization on the other. This permits what George and
Bennett label a “before-after design” in which the researcher can observe
whether change in the independent variables resulted in corresponding
change in the dependent variable."®

Finally, I chose cases that—by spanning the twentieth century—allow for
a longitudinal analysis to test for period effects, such as improvements in
weapons technology that allow for greater precision, or stronger interna-
tional ethical norms against harming innocent civilians.
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Statistical Tests

Civilian Victimization, Mass Killing, and
Civilian Casualties in Interstate Wars

The purpose of this chapter is to evaluate empirically the competing ex-
planations for civilian victimization outlined in chapter 1 against evidence
from a large number of cases. The analysis uses evidence from a new data-
set that includes data on 323 belligerents in interstate wars between 1816
and 2003 as well as 53 cases of civilian victimization. The statistical results
provide solid support for the view that desperation to win and to save lives
on one’s own side, as well as an appetite for territorial conquest and an-
nexation, are the primary drivers of civilian victimization. Indicators of des-
peration, such as battle deaths, war duration, total war aims (like regime
change or unconditional surrender), and attrition warfare correlate strongly
with civilian victimization, mass killing, and the number of civilian fatali-
ties a state inflicts. Similarly, when a belligerent intends to annex territory
from another state, civilians are also likely to be targeted and killed.

By contrast, I find scant support for the argument that belligerents are
more likely to target civilians in wars fought across cultural boundaries
than against opponents with similar identities. This variable is never sta-
tistically significant in the predicted positive direction with any dependent
variable. In fact, controlling for other determinants of civilian victimization,
cultural differences tend to have a negative effect, reducing the likelihood of
civilian targeting and the number of noncombatant fatalities.

The findings for regime type are interestingly nuanced. The effect of de-
mocracy on civilian victimization, mass killing, and civilian casualties is
uniformly positive and sometimes significant, especially with the first two
dependent variables. This finding is subject to two qualifications. First, the
positive result for democracy is driven mainly by the conduct of these re-
gimes during wars of attrition, when they are more likely than autocracies
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to victimize noncombatants. Second, a reversal occurs around 1970, after
which time democracies become less likely than other regimes to target
civilians.

It is not possible to test organizational arguments in a large-N setting;:
hardly any militaries have “punishment” cultures, for example. Moreover,
military services are always jockeying with each other for increased fund-
ing, but very few are trying to achieve organizational independence during
wars. These mechanisms are better examined in case studies.

This chapter is divided into two parts. The first part describes the analysis
and my main findings in terms that should be easily comprehensible by the
general reader. The second part consists of a pair of appendixes, which go
into far greater detail for those readers interested in the statistical analysis.
In the first appendix, I describe the dataset, operationalize the variables,
discuss the methodology, and present the results of several different types
of regression models of the determinants of civilian victimization, mass kill-
ing, and numbers of civilian casualties. The second appendix addresses the
issue of sequencing, looking specifically at civilian victimization in wars of
attrition to be sure that desperation precedes civilian victimization.

DATASET

To test the hypotheses about civilian victimization generated in this vol-
ume, I compiled a dataset consisting of all states that participated in an in-
terstate war between 1816 and 2003. This list of wars and belligerents draws
primarily on the Correlates of War (COW) Interstate War Participants data-
set, which I modified in two ways." First, I added seven wars to the list that
were either omitted by COW, were ongoing at the time of the dataset’s last re-
lease, or occurred later: Chad-Libya (1987, Azou Strip), Armenia-Azerbaijan
(1992—94, Nagorno-Karabakh), Ethiopia-Eritrea (1998—2000, border), United
States-Yugoslavia (1999, Kosovo), India-Pakistan (1999, Kargil), United
States—Afghanistan (2001, Taliban support for al-Qaeda), and United States—
Iraq (2003, remove Saddam Hussein). In these wars, Armenia, Azerbaijan,
and Yugoslavia victimized civilians, but the Yugoslav case is omitted because
it was committed inside the country’s borders against a domestic popula-
tion. Second, I disaggregated long, multiparticipant, and multiphase wars
into their components. Following recent quantitative work on war initia-
tion and victory, for example, I divided World War II into nine separate
wars, and the First World War into four individual conflicts.? I also divided
the Vietnam and Persian Gulf wars into two conflicts each (1965-73 and
1973-75 for the former, Iraq versus Kuwait and Coalition versus Iraq for
the latter). These changes resulted in a list of 100 wars, 323 belligerents, and
53 cases of civilian victimization.
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OutcomEs

The analysis in this chapter employs three different measures of civilian
targeting and civilian casualties: civilian victimization, mass killing, and
number of civilian fatalities. The reason is to test the robustness of my find-
ings: do the same variables that explain decisions to target noncombatants
also explain the numbers of civilians who are killed? To the extent that the
results remain consistent across these different dependent variables, we
gain greater confidence that the findings are not a fluke.

Civilian Victimization

Civilian victimization is defined as a military strategy in which civilians
are either targeted intentionally or force is used indiscriminately such that
tens of thousands of civilians are killed. As outlined in chapter 1, civilian
victimization typically takes one of several forms: bombardment of urban
areas; starvation blockades, sieges, or sanctions; population concentration
or relocation, massacres, and destruction of the environment in the con-
text of counterinsurgency strategies; and depredations against civilians in
the service of ethnic or ideological cleansing. The dependent variable was
coded 1 if a state employed such a strategy and zero otherwise. Fifty-three
belligerents—16 percent of all interstate war participants, and 30 percent
of those deemed capable of targeting civilians—victimized noncombatants
according to my criteria. Civilian victimization occurred in one-third of in-
terstate wars. These instances—and the casualties they generated—are dis-
played in table 2.1.3

Mass Killing

One criticism of civilian victimization is that it does not convey any infor-
mation about the severity of the violence. This could be a potential source of
bias: what if democracies, for example, are just as likely to target civilians,
but when they do, democracies do not kill as many noncombatants as au-
tocracies? The next two dependent variables are designed to alleviate this
problem by measuring in various ways the number of civilians killed by
belligerents in wars. One such variable already exists in the literature: mass
killing, defined by Benjamin Valentino as an instance where a belligerent
intentionally kills fifty thousand or more noncombatants over a maximum
period of five years.* Because I am interested in civilian victimization that
states inflict on noncombatants outside their borders during armed conflicts,
mass killing for the purposes of this analysis consists of cases of intentional
or indiscriminate killing of civilians in enemy countries that result in at least
fifty thousand civilian fatalities during an interstate war. Between 1816 and
2003, there were eighteen cases of mass killing according to this definition.
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Table 2.1. Cases of civilian victimization and mass killing in interstate wars, 1816-2003,

with estimates of civilian fatalities

Civilians Killed
Mass
War State Years killing* Low Medium High
Franco- Prussia 1870-71 1 6,987 50,000 50,000
Prussian
Russo-Turkish Russia 1877-78 1 262,000 262,000 262,000
Boxer China 1900 0 32,284 32,284 32,284
Rebellion
Boxer Russia 1900 0 5,000 5,000 5,000
Rebellion
Boxer United 1900 0 1,000 1,000 1,000
Rebelliont Kingdom
Boxer United 1900 0 1,000 1,000 1,000
Rebelliont States
Boxer France 1900 0 1,000 1,000 1,000
Rebelliont
First Balkan Serbia 1912-13 0 453 11,000 11,000
First Balkan Bulgaria 1912-13 0 1,345 15,000 15,000
First Balkan Greece 1912-13 0 210 1,000 1,000
Second Balkan Serbia 1913 0 9,453 15,000 15,000
Second Balkan Greece 1913 0 1,180 10,000 10,000
Second Balkan Bulgaria 1913 0 671 1,000 1,000
Second Balkan Turkey 1913 0 2,648 7,500 7,500
World War I Germany 1914-18 0 11,369 11,446 11,446
West
World War I France 1914-18 1 374 297,374 410,374
West
World War I United 1914-18 1 891,374 297,374 410,374
West Kingdom
World War I United 1917-18 1 0 297,000 410,000
West States
World War I Turkey 1914-18 1 50,000 75,000 75,000
East
Hungariant Romania 1919 0 126 1,000 1,000
Greco-Turkish Greece 1919-22 0 10,000 15,000 15,000
Greco-Turkish Turkey 1919-22 0 25,000 25,000 100,000
Franco- France 1919-21 0 1,000 1,000 1,000
Turkisht

(Continued)



(Table 2.1.—Cont.)

Civilians Killed
Mass ] -
War State Years killing* Low Medium High

Franco- Turkey 1919-21 0 20,000 27,600 30,000
Turkisht

Sino-Soviett USSR 1929 0 2,000 2,000 2,000

Sino-Japanese Japan 1931-33 0 6,080 10,000 16,120

Italo-Ethiopian  Italy 1935-36 1 250,000 250,000 250,000

Sino-Japanese Japan 1937-45 1 1,578,000 3,949,000 6,325,000

Poland Germany 1939 0 26,000 41,000 56,000

Russo-Finnisht USSR 1939-40 0 640 650 700

World War II Germany 194045 1 53,000 53,000 53,000
West

World War II United 1940-45 1 305,000 305,000 305,000
West Kingdom

World War II United 1941-45 1 100,000 100,000 100,000
West States

German- Germany 1941 0 3,000 17,000 17,000
Yugoslav

World War II Germany 1941-45 1 6,074,000 10,000,000 14,000,000
East

World War II USSR 1941-45 1 500,000 500,000 500,000
East

World War II Romania 1941-44 1 400,000 400,000 400,000
East

Pacific War United 1941-45 1 268,157 330,000 900,000

States

Palestine Israel 1948-49 0 850 1,130 2,000

Korea N. Korea 1950-53 1 29,000 129,000 129,000

Korea United 1950-53 1 100,000 406,000 1,000,000

States

First United 1965-73 1 91,936 313,936 313,936
Vietnamese States

First N. Vietnam  1965-73 0 41,294 42,194 44,140
Vietnamese

Cyprus Turkey 1974 0 3,250 3,250 3,250

Cyprus Cyprus 1974 500 500 500

Cambodia- Cambodia 1975-79 2,000 2,000 30,000
Vietnam

Uganda- Uganda 1978-79 0 2,000 2,000 2,000

Tanzania
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Civilians Killed
Mass ) )
War State Years killing* Low Medium High

Iran-Iraq Iran 1980-88 0 1,000 1,000 1,000
Iran-Iraq Iraq 1980-88 0 11,000 12,420 15,050
Lebanon Israel 1982 0 5,000 10,000 15,485
Persian Gulft Iraq 1991 0 14 14 14
Armenia- Armenia 1992-94 0 7,500 7,500 7,500

Azerbaijan
Armenia- Azerbaijan  1992-94 0 7,500 7,500 7,500

Azerbaijan

* Coding based on mid-range estimate of civilian fatalities; italics indicate author’s estimates.
t Borderline cases.

Number of Civilian Fatalities

The final dependent variable consists of the number of civilian deaths
inflicted on an adversary’s population by belligerents in interstate wars.
Owing to limits on the availability and reliability of data in the nineteenth
century, analysis using this particular measure is limited to cases occurring
from 1900 to 2003. I obtained data for 82 percent of the cases occurring on or
after 1900 (196 out of 239). For each war, I gathered estimates of civilian ca-
sualties on both sides from multiple secondary sources. It is not uncommon
to find several different estimates, although they tend to cluster around a
few figures. Whereas some analysts have chosen to use the average of the
various estimates, I recorded low, medium, and high figures, and ran the
analysis on each as a separate dependent variable.’ The results reported
below were obtained using the mid-range figures. Results using the low
and high estimates do not differ substantively from what is reported.

PoTENTIAL CAUSES

Next, I coded a variety of features about each country and the war itself.
For more detail on each, see the discussion in appendix 2.1. To test regime-
type arguments, I coded each state’s level of democracy at the beginning of
the war. To test the identity argument, I coded whether states belonged to
different civilizational blocs, such as Western European, Eastern Orthodox,
Islamic, Hindu, Sinic, Japanese, African, or Latin American. To test the des-
peration argument, I coded indicators of costly and protracted wars, such
as battle deaths, war duration, rising or total war objectives, and whether
a conflict was a war of attrition. Finally, to test the annexationist argument,
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I coded whether a belligerent intended to conquer and incorporate territory
from another country into its own state.

I also coded a variety of other factors that might have an influence on
states’ choices to target civilians: the relative material capabilities of the
parties to the conflict; deterrence, defined as both sides in a war having
the ability to target noncombatants; whether a state’s civilian population
was targeted by the adversary; and whether the conflict took place after
World War 1II or the Vietnam War to see if civilian victimization has be-
come rarer in recent times. For the analyses of mass killing and number
of civilian fatalities, I also included a measure of the size of the enemy’s
population.

The unit of analysis in the dataset is the state in a war. Unfortunately,
data on some important variables—battle deaths and civilian fatalities, for
example—are not available on a monthly or even an annual basis for most
conflicts, precluding a more fine-grained, time-series statistical analysis.
The desperation model, however, predicts that rising costs of fighting and
doubts about the likelihood of victory should precede civilian victimiza-
tion. As a check on the statistical results, therefore, in appendix 2.2 I ex-
amine each case of civilian victimization in a war of attrition to determine
whether it occurred before or after desperation kicked in. I find that in the
vast majority of cases, attrition preceded civilian victimization.

C1vILIAN VICTIMIZATION, CIVILIAN FATALITIES,
AND THE HisTORICAL RECORD

What does the historical record reveal about the causes of civilian victim-
ization in interstate wars?

Targeting Civilians in War

Tables 2.2 to 2.5 present a series of cross-tabulations displaying the re-
lationships between democracy, cultural differences, attrition, annexation,
and civilian victimization. The first half of each table includes all states in
the dataset, whereas the second half includes only those thought to be ca-
pable of striking their adversary’s civilian population.

These tables nicely foreshadow the results of the regression analysis.
Table 2.2, for example, shows that roughly one quarter of all democracies in
interstate wars targeted civilians, compared to about 15 percent of nonde-
mocracies. Democracies were thus about 83 percent more likely than non-
democracies to target civilians in the dataset that includes all belligerents,
a difference that is statistically significant.® Cultural differences also have a
positive effect, as shown in table 2.3, but the size of the effect is smaller: the
presence of cultural differences between belligerents increases the chance
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Table 2.2. Cross-tabulation of democracy and civilian victimization in interstate wars,
1816-2003

Democracy Democracy
All belligerents Capable belligerents

Yes No Total Yes No Total

Y 18 35 53 18 35 53
Civilian s 269%  147%  174%  419%  27.1%  30.8%

victimization N 49 203 250 25 94 119
© 73.1% 85.3% 82.6% 58.1% 72.9% 69.2%

Total 67 238 305 43 129 172

100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%

Pearson Chi%(1) = 5.3843 Pr = 0.02 Pearson Chi*(1) = 3.2816 Pr = 0.07

Table 2.3. Cross-tabulation of cultural differences and civilian victimization in interstate
wars, 1816-2003

Cultural differences Cultural differences
All belligerents Capable belligerents
Yes No Total Yes No Total
Yes 35 18 53 35 18 53
Civilian 20.0% 13.3% 17.1% 32.4% 27.7% 30.6%
victimization 140 17 257 73 47 120
© 80.0% 86.7% 82.9% 67.6% 72.3% 69.4%
175 135 310 108 65 173

Total  1000%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%

Pearson Chi?(1) = 2.3897 Pr = 0.12 PearsonChi?(1) = 0.4245 Pr = 0.52

of civilian victimization by about 50 percent in the dataset that includes all
belligerents. This disparity is not statistically significant.

Tables 2.4 and 2.5, on the other hand, reveal powerful correlations between
indicators of desperation, appetite for territory, and civilian victimization.
States involved in wars of attrition, for example, targeted enemy civilians
50 to 60 percent of the time, a figure that is between four and seven times the
rate for states that fought quick and decisive wars. Moreover, belligerents
thatintended to annex enemy territory struck at enemy noncombatants fully
82 percent of the time, a rate that is four to nine times the rate for states that
do not have this as a war aim.

Desperation in wars of attrition and an appetite for territorial conquest
continue to exert the largest and most significant effects on the likelihood
of civilian victimization in a multivariate regression. Both of these variables
are statistically significant at the highest level controlling for other factors
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Table 2.4. Cross-tabulation of wars of attrition and civilian victimization in interstate wars,
18162003

War of attrition War of attrition
All belligerents Capable belligerents
Yes No Total Yes No Total
Yes 36 17 53 36 17 53
Civilian 50.0% 7.2% 17.2% 61.0% 15.0% 30.8%
victimization 36 219 255 23 9% 119
© 50.0% 92.8% 82.8% 39.0% 85.0%  69.2%
Total 72 236 308 59 113 172

100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0% 100.0%

Pearson Chi(1) = 70.9248 Pr = 0.00 PearsonChi*(1) = 38.4270 Pr = 0.00

Table 2.5. Cross-tabulation of wars of annexation and civilian victimization in interstate wars,
1816-2003

War of annexation War of annexation
All belligerents Capable belligerents
Yes No Total Yes No Total
Y 27 26 53 27 26 53
Civilian e 81.8%  94%  171%  81.8%  186%  30.6%
victimization

N 6 251 257 6 114 120
° 182%  90.6% 82.9% 18.2% 81.4% 69.4%

Total 33 277 310 33 140 173

100.0% 100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%  100.0%

Pearson Chi%(1) = 109.1456 Pr = 0.00 Pearson Chi2(1) = 50.2698 Pr = 0.00

that might influence civilian victimization, and each also exerts strong sub-
stantive effects. Table 2.6 shows the significance level for all variables as
well as the change in the expected probability of civilian victimization ob-
tained by shifting each variable from a low to a high value while holding
the others constant at their averages. The column labeled “initial probabil-
ity” gives the likelihood of observing civilian victimization when the vari-
able in question takes a low value, either zero for dichotomous variables or
the twentieth percentile value for continuous variables. The next column
shows the increase or decrease in the probability of civilian victimization
that results from changing each variable from low to high, whereas the
fourth column simply sums the two previous columns to show the new
total probability. This is the likelihood of civilian victimization occurring
when the variable in question takes a high value and all other variables are
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at their means. The final column calculates the percent change: the new total
probability divided by the initial probability (minus one), which is the same
as dividing the change in probability by the initial probability.

States involved in wars of attrition, for example, were nearly eleven times
more likely to target enemy noncombatants than states that did not fight wars
of attrition. States that intended to annex territory from their enemy were
more than twenty-three times as likely to victimize civilians as states that did
not fight for this reason. Democracy also increased the likelihood of civilian
victimization in war—by nearly 300 percent—but the joint effect of democracy
and wars of attrition shows that the higher likelihood of civilian targeting by
democracies is driven by their behavior in costly, protracted wars. When a
state is both a democracy and fighting a war of attrition, the probability of ci-
vilian victimization jumps more than twelve times. This is a larger effect than
for autocracies waging attrition wars. Cultural differences between states, by
contrast, controlling for these other factors, had a slight negative effect on the
probability of civilian victimization, reducing it by 29 percent. As opposed to
its uncontrolled effect, therefore, when other causes of civilian targeting are
accounted for, the presence of cultural differences exerts a small downward
effect on the probability that a belligerent targeted enemy noncombatants.

Table 2.6 also shows the impact that some of the control variables had
on the likelihood of civilian victimization. Unsurprisingly, greater levels of
material power more than tripled the likelihood that a state would target ci-
vilians, as did having one’s own civilian population targeted by the enemy.
Interestingly, deterrence did not exert a restraining effect: when a state and
its adversary in a conflict both had the capability to strike their adversary’s
population, the state was five times as likely to target noncombatants. Fi-
nally, states that fought in wars after 1945 were 58 percent less likely to use
civilian victimization.

In short, the statistical analysis of civilian victimization lends strong sup-
port to my suppositions regarding desperation to win and to save lives on
one’s own side in wars of attrition, and the intention to seize and annex
territory from an adversary. Democracy, too, increases the likelihood of ci-
vilian victimization. This is mainly due to the very high rate at which de-
mocracies target civilians in wars of attrition (thirteen out of fourteen cases,
or 93 percent) rather than an overall propensity to victimize noncomba-
tants.” This finding lends support to a qualified version of the institutional
argument: democratic accountability makes it imperative for democracies
to prevail and keep the costs of fighting low—which in turn increases the
likelihood that civilians will be targeted—but this occurs only when the war
takes a turn for the worse. Conditional on desperation, therefore, democra-
cies are differentially more likely than autocracies to target civilians. Finally,
the identity argument receives no support from this analysis, often taking
the wrong sign and failing to achieve statistical significance.
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Table 2.6. Change in the expected probability of civilian victimization associated with each
independent variable (participants in interstate wars, 1816-2003)

Absolute Probability
Initial change in after change Percent

Variable probability probability in variable change
Democracy (Polity)** .0353219 .0963727 1316946 273
Democracy (Doyle) .0396394 .0347853 .0744247 88
Cultural difference .057475 —.0164136 .0410614 -29
War of attrition*** 0259146 250324 2762386 966
Battle deaths* .0410597 0652245 1062842 159
War duration** .041675 .0821061 1237811 197
Expansive war aims** .0559286 1167311 1726597 209
Democracy in .0435926 495236 .5388286 1136

war of attrition***
Annexationist aims*** .0298331 6697002 .6995333 2245
Relative capabilities** 0266487 .0602836 .0869323 226
Deterrence*** 0267747 1111811 .1379558 415
Target of civilian 0394613 .1013937 .140855 257

victimization**
Post-1945* 0653265 —.0380322 .0272943 -58

Note: * = < 0.10; ** = < 0.05; *** = < 0.01. Estimates for all variables except democracy (Doyle
coding), battle deaths, war duration, expansive war aims, and democracies in wars of attrition
are generated from model 1 in table 2.9. Estimates for the other five variables come from models
2 and 5-7 in table 2.9, and model 8 in table 2.10. All variables except the variable of interest are
held constant at their mean values. The independent variables are shifted from 0 to 1 in the case
of dummy variables, or from 20th to 80th percentile in the case of continuous variables. All cal-
culations were performed using CLARIFY: Software for Interpreting and Presenting Statistical
Results, version 2.1, by Gary King, Michael Tomz, and Jason Wittenberg. http://gking.harvard.
edu/stats.shtml.

Mass Killing

As discussed earlier, one downside of civilian targeting as a dependent
variable is that it does not tell us anything about the severity of violence
against noncombatants. For this reason, I collected data on two alternative
measures: whether or not civilian deaths exceeded the threshold of fifty
thousand, and the total number of civilians killed per belligerent. If the sta-
tistical results remain consistent across these different indicators of civilian
victimization, we gain confidence that the findings are not an accident but
instead reflect real trends.

Are the same factors correlated with mass killing and civilian casualties as
were correlated with civilian targeting? The answer is yes. As table 2.7 shows,
democracy, wars of attrition, and annexationist aims significantly increase the
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Table2.7. Changeinthe expected probability of mass killing associated with each independent
variable (participants in interstate wars, 1816-2003)

Probability
Initial Absolute change after change Percent
Variable probability in probability in variable change
Democracy (Polity)*** .0017243 0127621 .0144864 740
Democracy (Doyle)*** .0018928 .0082327 .0101255 435
Cultural difference .0050915 —.0028613 .0022302 —56
War of attrition** .001339 .0399991 .0413381 2987
Battle deaths*** .0001617 .0030132 .0031749 1863
War duration*** .0001696 .0070492 .0072188 4156
Expansive war aims*** .0024116 .0297793 .0321909 1235
Annexationist aims*** .0019093 .068022 .0699313 3563
Relative capabilities .002563 .0044278 .0069908 173
Enemy population*** .001037 .0094451 .0104821 911
Deterrence .0026233 .0011354 .0037587 43
Target' of' civ?lian .0026182 .0015141 .0041323 58
victimization
Post-1945 .0032631 .000566 .0038291 17

Note: *** = < 0.01. Estimates for all variables except for democracy (Doyle coding), battle deaths,
war duration, and expansive war aims are generated from model 1 in table 2.11. Estimates for the
other four variables come from replications of model 1 in which each variable is substituted for Polity
democracy and war of attrition, respectively. All other procedures are the same as for table 2.6.

probability of mass killing. The substantive effects are larger than for civilian
victimization: democracy results in an eightfold increase in the likelihood of
mass killing, attrition boosts the probability of mass killing nearly thirty-one
times, whereas annexation makes mass killing about thirty-seven times more
likely. The size of the enemy population also matters: increasing this variable
from a low to a high value increases the chance of mass killing by a factor
of ten. Cultural differences, by contrast, halve the likelihood of mass killing
rather than increasing it as the identity argument hypothesizes.

These findings in some ways mesh with those in the existing literature
and in other ways clash with them. The positive effect of costly wars of at-
trition, for example, accords with the finding by Benjamin Valentino, Paul
Huth, and Dylan Balch-Lindsay that guerrilla warfare—particularly waged
by strong rebel groups with large numbers of civilian supporters—increases
the likelihood of mass killing. My positive result for democracy, however,
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contradicts their finding that democracies are less likely to kill more than
fifty thousand noncombatants in wars after 1945.%

In one sense, these contradictory findings may be reconcilable. Valentino,
Huth, and Balch-Lindsay’s study, for example, includes civil wars as well
as interstate conflicts and wars of decolonization. Many analysts maintain
that democracies are less brutal than nondemocracies in waging internal
conflicts.” Moreover, my analysis of democracy and civilian victimization
reveals that the effect of democracy has changed over time. Other studies
examine only the period after World War II and thus are unable to trace the
effect of variables over longer time periods. My data show that after World
War II, democracies started to become less likely than autocracies to target
civilians, but the difference between the two regime types was not signifi-
cant in statistical terms. Starting from the latter stages of the Vietnam War
(about 1970), however, accounting for other factors, democracies became sig-
nificantly less likely than nondemocracies to employ civilian victimization.
This period effect extends, in weaker form, to mass killing and the number
of civilians a state kills in war. It may be the case, therefore, that democra-
cies were more likely than autocracies to target and kill massive numbers of
civilians before 1945, but have become less likely to do so in recent times.

Looking exclusively at international wars fought by democracies since
World War II, however, points to a familiar trend. Although democratic
states have fought few costly international wars since 1945, democracies
not only victimized civilians in most of them—the Dutch in Indonesia
(1945—49), France-Madagascar (1947-48), France-Indochina (1945-54), the
United States in Korea (1950-53), France-Algeria (1954-62), United States in
Vietnam (1965-73), and Israel-Lebanon (1982)—they often committed
mass killing (in all but the Dutch and Israeli cases) as well.’® At least in
international wars, therefore, it appears that costly wars of attrition have
still tended to induce a resort to civilian victimization by democracies
after 1945.1

Civilian Fatalities

Finally, desperation in wars of attrition and fighting to seize and annex
territory from one’s rivals also results in states inflicting significantly larger
numbers of noncombatant fatalities. Because the dependent variable for
this analysis is the count of civilian deaths inflicted per belligerent, table 2.8
shows numbers of civilian casualties rather than probabilities of civilian
victimization or mass killing. Otherwise, however, the tables are similar: the
initial count column shows the count of civilian deaths with all variables
at their average values. The next column shows how many more or less
casualties occur when the variable in question is increased by one unit. The
two counts are then summed and the percent change calculated in the same
manner as in the previous tables.
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Table 2.8. Marginal effects of independent variables on number of civilian fatalities inflicted
by participants in interstate wars, 1900-2003

Absolute Count after
change in change in
Variable Initial count count variable Percent change
Democracy (Polity) 4734 1766 6500 37
Democracy (Doyle) 4520 2661 7181 59
Cultural difference* 4734 —5322 —588 —112
War of attrition*** 4734 30505 35239 644
Battle deaths*** 4495 5464 9959 122
War duration*** 7721 11512 19233 149
Expansive war aims** 7663 13737 21400 179
Democracy in war of 4087 42488 46575 1040
attrition***
Annexationist aims*** 4734 54340 59074 1148
Relative capabilities** 4734 9617 14351 203
Enemy population*** 4734 8179 13307 176
Deterrence 4734 —342 4392 -7
State’s own civilians 4734 —3383 1351 -71
killed
Post-1945 4734 —2237 2497 —47

Note: * = < 0.10; * = < 0.05; *** = < 0.01. Estimates for all variables except for democracy
(Doyle coding) battle deaths, war duration, expansive war aims, and democracies in wars of attri-
tion are generated from model 1a in table 2.12. The estimate for democracies in wars of attrition is
from model 2a. Estimates for the other four variables come from replications of model 1 in which
each variable is substituted for Polity democracy and war of attrition, respectively. Values in the

table were generated using Stata’s “mfx compute” command, and represent the effect of a one-unit

change in each independent variable on the number of civilian casualties, holding all other vari-
ables at their mean values. Note that this procedure understates the effects of the continuous vari-
ables. Clarify (used in the previous two tables) does not support the zero-inflated negative binomial
model. Thus, I was not able to manipulate the continuous variables from low to high values.

As shown in table 2.8, states in wars of attrition kill approximately seven
and a half times as many civilians as states not involved in such wars. Simi-
larly, annexing territory from a rival increases the number of civilian deaths
more than twelve times. Cultural differences, net of other factors, reduce
the number of noncombatants a state kills by about 112 percent.'? Democra-
cies kill between 37 to 59 percent more civilians than nondemocracies, but
most of their killing is done in wars of attrition: the combination of these
two variables increases the number of civilian deaths inflicted more than
eleven times.

Again, as with the analysis of mass killing, some of these findings are con-
sistent with the current literature whereas others diverge from it. Benjamin
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Valentino, Paul Huth, and Sarah Croco, for example, found strong positive
effects for attrition strategies, total war aims, and war duration in twentieth-
century interstate wars. They also found little independent effect for iden-
tity. Our results for regime type, however, are somewhat at odds: I find that
democracy has a mostly positive effect on the number of civilians killed, and
a large and significant positive effect in wars of attrition. Valentino, Huth,
and Croco, on the other hand, find no consistent positive impact for democ-
racy, and although their interaction term for democracies in wars of attrition
is positive, it falls just short of statistical significance.” This difference prob-
ably stems from a number of factors that I discuss in appendix 2.2.

THE statistical analyses performed in this chapter lend strong support to
my hypotheses regarding the causes of civilian victimization in warfare.
Desperation in protracted wars of attrition and the intention to conquer and
annex enemy territory significantly increase the chances of civilian victim-
ization and mass killing in interstate wars between 1816 and 2003, and cor-
relate with higher totals of civilian fatalities in interstate wars after 19o0.

By contrast, the statistical evidence failed to lend much support to the
argument that civilian victimization is more likely when wars are fought
between states that are from different races, religions, or cultures. Cultural
differences even appear to lower the number of noncombatant fatalities,
exactly the opposite of the predicted relationship. One possible interpreta-
tion of these results is that while dehumanization probably plays a role
in the harming of enemy civilians, even culturally similar people can be
demonized as “barbaric” when the need arises. As this is most likely to
occur in wars of attrition or wars to annex territory, when these factors are
controlled for, the effect of cultural differences disappears or even becomes
negative.

My findings regarding the effect of democracy run counter to some of
those in the existing literature. Contrary to Valentino, Huth, and Balch-
Lindsay, I find that democracies do not typically externalize their domestic
beliefs about humane treatment of individuals to enemy civilians during
wartime. In fact, and in contradiction to Valentino, Huth, and Croco, de-
mocracies appear to be particularly vindictive in costly wars, where they
victimize noncombatants at a higher clip than nondemocracies and kill
larger numbers of civilians. These findings lend partial support to the insti-
tutional argument, which contends that because leaders in democracies are
vulnerable to public recall, they fight tenaciously to secure victory and their
political future. Other predictions of the institutional theory, however—
such as the argument that democracies select easy wars that can be won
quickly and decisively without civilian victimization—are not strongly up-
held (for more, see below). The effect of democratic institutions, therefore,
is a question to which we must pay close attention in the case studies.
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Appendix 2.1

A Multivariate Analysis of Civilian Victimization,
Mass Killing, and Civilian Fatalities

A NOTE ON THE DATASET

As mentioned above, the dataset used in my analysis contains 323 states
in interstate wars between 1816 and 2003. It is not clear, however, that each
of these 323 states should remain in the analysis. Including them all as-
sumes that each belligerent was equally capable of attacking enemy non-
combatants, and that each also had the option of making this choice. The
Franco-Spanish War (1823), for example, was fought entirely on Spanish
soil. Spain simply had no ability to target French civilians even if it had
wanted to. Equating Spain’s inability to victimize civilians with France’s
decision not to conflates two different types of nonevents. Subordinate al-
liance partners, furthermore, typically have little freedom to implement
policies independently in a war in which they fight alongside a great power
ally. A long list of countries technically participated on the United Nations’
side in the Korean War, for instance, but the United States was in charge and
was the only belligerent to deploy large air, ground, and sea forces. When
“UN" forces bombed North Korean cities to rubble in the late fall and win-
ter of 1950-51, it was not an Ethiopian, Belgian, or Filipino decision, it was
a U.S. decision.

Some argue that observations like these—where the outcome of interest
is absent but was impossible—are irrelevant for testing causal hypotheses.
Relevant cases are those in which the outcome of interest is present and
those where the outcome is not present but could have occurred." Exclud-
ing such cases, however, might conceivably introduce a selection bias: states
that would consider using civilian victimization as a war strategy are more
likely to acquire the capabilities to do so than states that refuse to contem-
plate killing noncombatants on a widespread scale. States that refused to
harm noncombatants for normative, institutional, or identity reasons would
thus disappear from the sample and bias the analysis against finding any
effect for those factors.’

To address this issue, I performed the analysis using two versions of the
dataset: one that included all states regardless of their capability to harm
enemy civilians, and the second containing only those belligerents that had
the capability or opportunity to kill enemy noncombatants. A participant in
an interstate war was coded as having the opportunity/capability to target
enemy civilians if it was not a subordinate alliance partner, meaning that it
had independent decision-making ability on military strategy, and it met
either of the following two criteria: (1) the state’s ground forces invaded the
territory of the enemy country; or (2) the belligerent had air, missile, or naval
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forces to bombard or blockade the enemy homeland. Dropping belligerents
that lacked opportunity/capability leaves 175 belligerents from the origi-
nal 323. Substantial numbers of auxiliary belligerents, for example, were
dropped from the Austro-Prussian (1866) and Franco-Prussian (1870-71)
wars, World Wars I and II, and the Korean, Vietnam, and Persian Gulf wars.
Similarly, I eliminated states that lacked the capability to strike their adver-
sary’s homeland, such as Spain in the Franco-Spanish war (1823), Morocco
in the two Spanish-Moroccan wars (1859-60, 1909—10), China in the Sino-
Japanese war (1894—95), and Ethiopia in the Italo-Ethiopian war (1935-36).

Although this is a useful check on the results, ultimately I choose to report
the results including all states on the assumption that a state’s capability to
target civilians is largely a function of its relative power. States that control
a very small percentage of relative power in any conflict are unlikely to be
able to do much harm to enemy civilians. More powerful states, by contrast,
are typically more able to direct force against an adversary’s noncombatant
population. This assumption is generally borne out in the analyses below.
Moreover, there does not appear to be any selection effect operating, since
the results using the two sets of cases rarely differ.'®

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

Because my data are limited to interstate wars, very few of which involved
guerrilla warfare or counterinsurgency; it is not possible to test hypotheses
regarding the effect of insurgency on civilian targeting or casualties. I fold
counterinsurgency into the war of attrition variable defined below since it
shares many qualities with these conflicts.”” Furthermore, organizational
culture is difficult to test in a large-N format because few militaries develop
cultures in peacetime predicated on killing civilians in wartime. The cultural
hypothesis is best studied by performing detailed case studies comparing
the few instances of “punishment” cultures that exist with the conduct of
militaries that lacked such cultures.'®

Regime Type

To code countries’ regime types, I use the Polity 4 dataset, which fo-
cuses strictly on governmental institutions rather than civil or economic
rights and freedoms. Polity uses an index to measure a country’s demo-
cratic and autocratic features based on the competitiveness of political
participation, openness and competitiveness of executive recruitment,
and constraints on the power of the executive. The indices for democ-
racy and autocracy range from zero (least democratic or autocratic) to
10 (most). As is now common in the large-N literature, I subtract the latter
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from the former to create a 21-point scale ranging from —10 to 10 measur-
ing a state’s overall level of democracy. I follow convention and code as
democracies states that score 7 or above on this scale (21 percent of the
countries in the dataset).”

Institutions, however, are a very inexact proxy for norms, which many
scholars hypothesize are the cause of peace among democracies and re-
straints on targeting civilians. I use Michael Doyle’s list of liberal democra-
cies to represent the norms argument. Doyle employs four criteria to judge
whether or not states are liberal: (1) respect for civil and political rights and
freedoms, (2) elected representative government, (3) respect for private
property, and (4) a free-market economy. Twenty-five percent of the states
in the dataset are coded as liberal.?°

Barbaric Images of the Enemy

As a proxy for perceptions of the adversary as barbaric, I code whether
belligerents belonged to different civilizations as defined by Samuel Hun-
tington. This may strike some readers as anachronistic because Huntington’s
categorization is meant to describe the fault lines along which conflict will
occur in the future rather than in the past. Of the various indicators available,
however, such as religion and race, this is the one that best approximates the
real and perceived lines of difference that have existed over the past two hun-
dred years. Civilizational difference, for example, divides Eastern Europe and
Russia from Western Europe, European from Islamic countries, Muslim from
Jew, Muslim from Hindu, Hindu from Chinese, and Chinese from Japanese.
In fact, this coding rule is almost identical to coding for difference in religion
and including Eastern Orthodox as separate from Protestant/Catholic.”

This measure leaves much to be desired as a representation of the ac-
tual causal mechanism in the identity argument but is the best that can be
done in a quantitative study. A better way to test the argument is to use
in-depth process tracing of how elites and masses in a country perceived
the enemy and whether this had any effect on how that state subsequently
treated civilians in the war. This task I leave to the case-study chapters. In
the meantime, I test whether ex ante differences in identity—captured here
as civilizational differences—are associated with an increased propensity to
target and kill enemy civilians.

Desperation

I use four indicators to capture the desperation logic.

e War of attrition. Wars of attrition are conflicts in which the defense has
the advantage and thus tend to be enormously costly and protracted.
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Attrition warfare is essentially siege warfare: wars generally lacking in
maneuver or movement, which are instead dominated by static, linear,
or trench operations. Actual sieges—such as the siege of Leningrad in
World War II or the siege of Paris in the Franco-Prussian War—clearly
qualify as attrition, but so, too, do wars that resemble sieges on a larger
scale. The dominance of firepower over movement in World War I on
the western front, for example, quickly transformed that conflict into
trench warfare in which thousands of lives were required to conquer a
few hundred yards of territory. In another example, the United States
was forced to fight its way across the Pacific from 1942 to 1945, as-
saulting prepared Japanese defenses on island after island. Other con-
flicts have taken a similar form, such as the Crimean, Russo-Japanese,
Chaco, Korean, Iran-Iraq, and Ethiopian-Eritrean wars.” Finally, I
code counterinsurgent warfare as a type of attrition war, as it typically
“involves using small mobile units to seek out and destroy guerrillas
directly.”>

Importantly, a war is coded as an attrition war not based solely on
countries’ initial strategies, but rather on the predominant mode of
combat during the war. Germany, for example, quickly sliced through
Poland’s defenses in September 1939 and reached Warsaw but then
bogged down in the face of Polish defenses inside the city and faced a
protracted siege. Later, the Germans employed a blitzkrieg to invade
the Soviet Union, but after the initial offensive was thwarted, the fight-
ing was dominated by desperate attrition warfare as well as actual
sieges (Leningrad) and urban warfare (Stalingrad).*
Battle deaths. The most direct indicator of the human costs of war is the
number of fatalities a state’s forces suffer in battle, available in the Cor-
relates of War (COW) dataset, supplemented by a variety of secondary
sources. I have updated these figures through the Iraq War of 2003.
Because the spread of these figures is so broad, I use the log of battle
deaths in the analysis.
War duration. The longer a war goes on, the more costly it is likely to
be, and the more desperate belligerents are likely to become. I measure
war duration in days (again taken from COW) and use the log of that
number in the analysis.
Expansive or expanding war aims. Wars in which one or more belliger-
ents demand unconditional surrender from the adversary, or raise
their political objectives during the course of the war, are likely to in-
duce greater resistance from the enemy. This in turn causes the first
state to employ greater levels of force, and an escalatory spiral ensues
leading to civilian victimization. Moreover, it is simply more militar-
ily difficult to conquer whole states and overthrow regimes than it is
to achieve more limited war aims, and thus the costs of the war are
likely to be higher.” I coded this variable by examining belligerents’
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war aims and how they changed in each war. Examples of total war
aims include World War II and the 2003 Iraq War. Cases in which
war aims expanded after the war began include the Franco-Prussian
War, World War I, and Korea.

Annexation of Territory

To gauge the effect that territorial expansion exerts on civilian victim-
ization, I code a dummy variable that takes the value of 1 when a state
aims to conquer and permanently annex land from a neighboring state. This
variable is coded by examining how leaders describe their goals before the
war starts and whether those aims included taking and digesting enemy
territory. Examples include the Balkan Wars (1912-13), Greco-Turkish War
(1919—22), World War II Eastern Front (1941—45), and the Palestine War

(1947-49).

Control Variables

A number of control variables are also included in the analysis.

1. Relative capabilities. States that have higher levels of material capabili-
ties should have a greater capacity to target enemy civilians. I code
relatives capabilities as the percentage of total capabilities of all states
in the war controlled by each belligerent. Each state’s capability is
taken from COW'’s National Material Capabilities dataset and consists
of population, urban population, iron and steel production, energy
consumption, military expenditure, and military personnel.

2. Deterrence. If both sides in a conflict have the ability to attack each oth-
er’s civilian populations, the possibility of retaliation may deter them
from carrying out such attacks, or curb the parties from utilizing the
full destructive power at their disposal. In such cases—like Britain and
Germany with airpower in 1939 and 1940—each country is scored 1 on
a dummy variable for deterrence.

3. Retaliation. If one belligerent engages in countercivilian strikes, how-
ever, the target state may reply with attacks of its own. The victim may
simply wish to exact revenge for the deaths of civilians on its side, or
it may desire to target the population as a reprisal: to teach the enemy
a lesson that killing noncombatants does not pay because it invites re-
taliation. When a state becomes a target of civilian victimization, there-
fore, it receives a 1 on this dummy variable.?

4. Post-1945. World War II was such a catastrophe for civilian populations
that it sparked a renewed effort to codify, legalize, and enforce norms
prohibiting the use of force against noncombatants. Ward Thomas, for
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example, argues that the norm against bombing civilians has recov-
ered and grown gradually stronger since 1945, and the death toll from
bombing campaigns has progressively shrunk over time.?” This norm
has been reinforced by improvements in weapons technology that
allow one or two bombs to destroy a target that required hundreds of
bombs in World War II. The spread of global media, in this view, has
also helped limit civilian casualties by increasing public awareness of
the plight of civilians in wars. In short, there should be less target-
ing of civilians and fewer civilian casualties in the post-1945 period.
Some might argue for a later turning point, however, contending that
the heightened media focus on the Vietnam War, and the invention
of precision-guided munitions late in that conflict, gave rise to global
norms against targeting civilians as well as improved means to avoid
inflicting civilian casualties. I thus also code a dummy variable taking
the value of 1 for conflicts that occurred after 1970.

5. Enemy Population. Finally, when numbers of civilian fatalities are the de-
pendent variable, it is necessary to control for the size of the enemy’s
population, since greater numbers of casualties could simply be a func-
tion of a larger population. I use the log of the target state’s population.

METHODOLOGY

Because civilian victimization and mass killing are dichotomous vari-
ables, traditional ordinary least squares (OLS) regression—which assumes
a continuous and unlimited dependent variable rather than a binary and
limited one—yields biased estimates. What is needed is a statistical tech-
nique that estimates whether the independent variables increase or de-
crease the probability that civilian victimization or mass killing occur.
The logit estimator is the one that I employ.

Civilian casualties as a dependent variable present a number of difficul-
ties. Casualties are technically a count. Count variables—such as the number
of times per week an individual dines out, or the number of traffic tickets one
accumulates per year—typically have more zero observations and a greater
dispersion than the normal distribution assumed by linear regression, caus-
ing OLS to produce biased estimates.? In the civilian fatality data I have col-
lected, in fact, the variance of the data greatly exceeds the mean because the
minimum observation is zero and the maximum is in the millions. Moreover,
in addition to having a large variance, roughly half the observations are zeros,
meaning the distribution is skewed to the left, bearing little resemblance to
the bell-shaped normal distribution. Finally, civilian casualty counts are al-
ways either zero or positive whereas the normal distribution that underlies
OLS assumes that observations may take values less than zero.”
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Other scholars, however, have pointed out that civilian fatalities also vio-
late certain assumptions of count models. As Valentino, Huth, and Croco
note, for example, “Count models assume a data-generating process based
on a sequence of identical Bernoulli trials in which the outcomes of the trials
are binary (for example, success or failure, heads or tails).” They argue that
because civilians are often killed in large numbers by single attacks, “Ci-
vilian deaths during war are not generated by an identical binary process
(1 killed or o killed),” and thus count models are inappropriate.* Count
models also assume that each observation is of the same length, but wars
vary greatly in duration from a few days to several years.

Because the data does not fully conform to the assumptions of count
models or OLS, rather than simply choose one or the other, I employ both
and supplement them with a third (ordinal logit, explained below). To the
extent that the results are consistent across these different models and ways
of measuring the dependent variable, our confidence in the robustness of
the findings increases. First, I use a zero-inflated negative binomial model to
analyze counts of civilian casualties. The ZINB model assumes that there
are two groups of states: belligerents for which killing enemy civilians is an
actual possibility, and belligerents that cannot kill enemy noncombatants
because they simply do not have the opportunity or ability to do so. Zero
counts can occur because a belligerent that could have killed civilians for a
variety of reasons did not, or because a belligerent was unable to kill civil-
ians. The ZINB model thus calculates two separate equations: a logit model
which estimates the effects of the independent variables on the probability
that a state falls in the zero category, and a negative binomial model that
calculates the effect of the variables on the number of civilians killed.

Second, I use ordinal logit to analyze a transformation of the raw civil-
ian fatality data. One criticism of count models is that they estimate the
mean of the distribution, which in this case—owing to a handful of very
high casualty cases and the low overall number of cases—is quite large. For
civilian deaths in interstate wars after 1900, for example, the mean exceeds
92,000 even though half of the observations are zeros and many others
are less than 1,000 or 5,000. Another way to compensate for this high de-
gree of dispersion—besides using OLS on logged values of noncombatant
deaths—is to transform the data into categories (o, 1, 2, etc.) corresponding
to ranges of fatalities and use ordinal logit. The major assumption of this ap-
proach is that the exact numbers are not necessarily of intrinsic importance,
but rather what is important are the differences between none versus some,
little versus big, and big versus huge. This is a reasonable assumption that
is especially well-suited to a dependent variable like civilian casualties that
is characterized by uncertainty as to the exact number of deaths. Often we
know the order of magnitude of civilian fatalities—hardly any, hundreds,
thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, or millions—better
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than the actual numbers themselves. I discuss the particular categorizations
employed below.

Finally, I follow Valentino, Huth, and Croco and analyze civilian casual-
ties using linear regression, correcting for the wide dispersion of the data
by taking the log.

CIVILIAN VICTIMIZATION: A MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS

The statistical analysis of civilian victimization strongly supports the des-
peration and annexation hypotheses. The first four models in table 2.9, for
example, show that my main indicator of desperation—the war of attrition
dummy variable—is positive and significant at better than the 1 percent
level whether all belligerents or only capable belligerents are included in
the analysis. Models 5-7 demonstrate that other proxies for desperation,
such as war duration, battle deaths, and expansive war aims also signifi-
cantly increase the likelihood of civilian victimization. In all seven mod-
els in table 2.9 the variable signifying the intention to annex territory also
strongly predicts civilian victimization. These results robustly support the
argument that desperation and appetite for territorial conquest cause states
to target civilians.

Turning to the competing hypotheses, it is clear that the identity argu-
ment fares poorly. Cultural differences between belligerents at the outset
of a war, for example, are either weakly negative or weakly positive de-
pending on which proxy for desperation is included in the model. Results
for the regime-type hypothesis, by contrast, show that democracy consis-
tently correlates positively with civilian victimization. Liberal democracy
as coded by Doyle—included in models 2 and 4—is positive but does not
approach statistical significance, suggesting that regime type does not exert
a strong effect on the probability of civilian victimization. The coefficient
for democracy as coded by Polity, however, is substantively larger and at-
tains significance in each of the five models in which it appears in table 2.9.
This result suggests that democratic regimes may actually be more likely to
target civilians than nondemocracies.*

Why this divergence in results for regime type? A closer look at the data
points to four crucial coding differences between Polity and Doyle that re-
sult in more positive cases and fewer negative cases in the Polity version.
First, Doyle labels Greece as liberal from 1864 through 1911 only, whereas
Polity codes Greece as a democracy until 1915. This difference is important
because Greece fought—and victimized civilians—in both Balkan Wars
(1912-13).% Second, Polity codes Israel in 1948 (War of Independence) and
Armenia in 1992 (Armenian-Azerbaijani War) as democracies, whereas for
Doyle Israel does not become liberal until 1949 and Armenia does not ap-
pear on his list at all. Each of these countries is coded as employing civilian
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victimization in their respective wars. Third, Polity considers Britain to
be nondemocratic until 1880, whereas Doyle codes Britain as liberal from
the 1832 reforms broadening the franchise. The final difference concerns
Sardinia-Piedmont/Italy, coded by Doyle as liberal from its independence
in 1849 until Mussolini seized power in 1922, but judged by Polity to be
nondemocratic from its founding until after World War II. These last two
differences matter because Britain and Italy fought several interstate wars
in the periods when the respective codings clash, but did not harm noncom-
batants in any of them, meaning that there are several more negative cases
using Doyle’s coding.*

Among the control variables in table 2.9, relative power matters: the more
powerful a state grows, the more likely it is to employ civilian victimization
as a war strategy, probably because powerful states simply have greater
capabilities. Attacks on noncombatants, furthermore, appear to cluster
in particular wars, as states whose civilian populations are targeted tend
to strike the civilians of their opponents. Surprisingly, deterrence is also
positive and significant. I interpret this to mean that the ability to retaliate
against an opponent’s civilians may delay resort to civilian victimization
in particular cases but is unable to prevent it. Indeed, when both belliger-
ents have the capability to target civilians, if the war fails to end quickly,
not even the threat of retaliation can dissuade the combatants from exploit-
ing that capability. The deterrence variable in that case simply captures a
state’s capability to strike enemy noncombatants.® Finally, the consistently
negative and frequently significant coefficient for the variable “post-1945”
shows that interstate wars after World War II are less likely to be character-
ized by civilian targeting.

Table 2.10 shows three models with interaction terms that provide fur-
ther tests of the impact of democracy on civilian victimization. Model 8, for
example, tests the hypothesis that democracies are more prone than autoc-
racies to target civilians in costly wars of attrition owing to democracies’
heightened cost-sensitivity and aversion to defeat. I created an interaction
term by multiplying together the dummy variables for democracy and war
of attrition. The coefficient for this interaction term in model 8 is positive,
significant, and substantively larger than for attrition alone (i.e., nondemoc-
racies in wars of attrition), indicating that even though all states tend to tar-
get noncombatants in wars of attrition, democracies are differentially more
likely to do so than nondemocracies. Indeed, democracies targeted civilians
93 percent of the time they were involved in wars of attrition, compared
with 40 percent for autocratic states.* This finding supports the argument
that the heightened cost-sensitivity and defeat-phobia of democracies in-
crease the likelihood that these states will target civilians should they be-
come involved in protracted wars of attrition.

Models g and 10 test the hypothesis that democracies are less likely to
victimize noncombatants in recent wars. One could argue that equating
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Table 2.10. Determinants of civilian victimization by participants in interstate wars, 1816-2003:
democracy interaction terms (logit estimates)

8 9 10
All states All All
Democracy (Polity) 0.01 1.87** 2.22%%*
(0.85) (0.77) (0.69)
Cultural difference -0.32 -0.26 -0.09
(0.46) (0.48) (0.51)
War of attrition 2.01%%* 2.87%%* 3.07%*
(0.61) (0.64) (0.66)
Democracy * attrition 3.49%** - -
(1.34)
Democracy * post-1945 - —1.01 -
(1.00)
Democracy * post-1970 - - —2.95%*
(1.39)
Territorial annexation 4.36%** 4.50%** 4.78¥**
(0.61) (0.80) (0.77)
Military balance 2.32%* 2.53%%* 1.98**
(0.98) (0.95) (0.91)
Deterrence 1.74%** 1.82%** 1.05**
(0.47) (0.50) (0.47)
State is target of CV 1.50%* 1.43** 1.53**
(0.61) (0.59) (0.62)
Post-1945 —-1.11* -0.85 -
(0.63) (0.72)
Post-1970 - - 1.64
(1.10)
Constant —5.09*** —5.81*** —6.07***
(0.81) (0.97) (0.80)
N 298 298 298
Log likelihood —52.34 —55.72 —55.59
Wald Chi? 71.09%%* 52.68*** 62.03%**
Pseudo-R? 0.62 0.60 0.60

Note: Huber-White robust standard errors (clustered on each war) in parentheses.
* = <0.10; ** = <0.05; ** = <0.01

“democracy” in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries with “democ-
racy” in recent decades unfairly biases the analysis against finding a restrain-
ing effect for domestic norms or institutions. According to this argument,
only recently have democracies actually become “liberal” or “democratic”
in the sense that we understand these terms today. The United States, for
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example, scored +10 on the Polity index at the time of the Mexican-
American War, when slavery was a legal and accepted practice. To claim
that the United States in 1846 and the United States in 1965, 1991, or 2003 are
equivalent observations is simply wrong. A better test of liberal /democratic
restraint would be to limit the analysis to the post-World War Il era, or the
post-Vietnam period when democratic institutions and norms were more
fully developed.

To test these propositions, I inserted a variable in model g that is the prod-
uct of the democracy and post-1945 dummy variables. This interaction term
compares the effect of regime type after World War II with its effect before
that conflict. As shown, democratic regimes after 1945 are associated with
smaller probabilities of civilian victimization, whereas the reverse is true
before 1945. The former effect is not significant, but the latter is. Model 10,
by contrast, moves the cutoff date forward to 1970, with the result that the
difference between democracy before and after this date becomes signifi-
cant. The results in model 10 support the conclusion that until the Vietnam
War, democracies were more likely than nondemocracies to target civilians.
Only after Vietnam have democracies reversed course and become less
likely than other regimes to victimize noncombatants.

The statistical data, therefore, provides strong evidence that until very
recently democracies were not restrained from targeting civilians in inter-
state wars. Large cultural differences between belligerents appear to be un-
related to the danger of civilian victimization. The increased sensitivity to
costs engendered by democratic institutions, on the other hand, does seem
to have increased the propensity of democracies to use civilian victimiza-
tion as a means to win wars and conserve on their own losses, but only in
long, costly conflicts.*” Wars of attrition, and wars to conquer and annex
enemy territory, however, are the key drivers of civilian victimization for
all types of states.

Specification Checks

I performed a number of specification checks to gauge the sensitivity of
the results to small changes in the coding of the independent and depen-
dent variables. Several of the cases in table 2.1, for example, are coded as
borderline cases of civilian victimization (indicated by daggers) because
they resulted in low numbers of casualties, or it is unclear if there was an ac-
tual policy of targeting civilians.® In the first specification check, therefore,
I recoded these borderline cases from 1 to o and reestimated model 1 from
table 2.9. Nothing much changes: democracy remains positive but loses its
significance; cultural difference is negative and insignificant; and attrition
and annexationist aims are positive and significant (p < 0.01).

Second, I performed a battery of tests to check the stability of the democ-
racy finding. For starters, I recoded only those borderline cases of civilian
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victimization involving democracies, but left those committed by autocra-
cies unchanged. Reestimating model 1, these alterations reduced the coef-
ficent on democracy to 0.65 (p = 0.36). Another possible objection concerns
coding France and the United States as having engaged in civilian victimiza-
tion in World War I as part of the British-led blockade of the Central Powers.
The argument would be that this was a British policy; France and the United
States played only a subsidiary role. Recoding these two cases lowers the de-
mocracy coefficient to 1.08 (p < 0.08). Some critics might also object to char-
acterizing Israel as a democracy in the 1948 War of Independence. Changing
Israel’s regime type to nondemocratic in this conflict lowers the coefficient
of democracy to 1.51 (p < 0.05). Adopting Doyle’s coding of Greece as a non-
democracy during the Balkan Wars results in a coefficient of 1.42 (p < 0.05).
Even if one makes the unlikely assumption that all of these coding deci-
sions concerning democracy and civilian victimization were made in error,
incorporating all of the suggestions in this paragraph for recoding still fails
to generate even a negative effect for democracy on the likelihood of civilian
targeting (0.31, Pr = 0.67). These tests make it clear that although the sta-
tistical significance of the correlation between democracy and an increased
likelihood of civilian victimization is not robust, the variable is consistently
positive, and it is nearly certain that there is no negative relationship be-
tween the two variables.

Third, proponents of institutional accountability arguments for demo-
cratic peace and military effectiveness might argue that democracies—
because they are better at choosing wars they are likely to win quickly and
decisively—should be less likely to victimize civilians in wars they initiate,
but more likely to attack noncombatants in wars in which they are the tar-
gets. Wars that democracies choose, according to this logic, should not be-
come protracted wars of attrition, and thus democracies would not be put
in a position of having to target civilians. I tested this argument by coding
a variable for war initiation, generating an interaction term for democratic
war initiators, and inserting these variables into model 1.

The results show that although the effect of democratic war initiator on
the probability of civilian victimization is in the expected negative direc-
tion, it misses statistical significance (B = —1.61, p = 0.17). Democratic tar-
gets, on the other hand, are more likely to use civilian victimization as a war
strategy than democratic initiators (B = 2.34, p < 0.01). Thus, there is only
tepid support for the hypothesis that democracies choose easier wars that
are less likely to become wars of attrition and necessitate the targeting of
noncombatants.

Fourth, some would argue that differentiating among regime types based
exclusively on the risk of removal from office is misleading; the pivotal fac-
tor instead is the potential cost of removal to the leader. This perspective
identifies “semi-repressive, moderately exclusionary regimes” (also known
as mixed regimes or oligarchies) as the type of government most likely to
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engage in civilian victimization because leaders in these states are most vul-
nerable to being arrested, exiled, or killed if they lose a war moderately or
disastrously. This danger gives oligarchs an incentive to gamble for resurrec-
tion and employ high variance strategies—such as civilian victimization—to
avoid defeat.”

I tested this argument by creating a dummy variable for mixed regimes
if they scored between -6 and +6 on the Polity index. Plugging this vari-
able into model 1 yields a surprising result: oligarchies are significantly
less likely than democracies or dictatorships to target civilians (B = —2.04,
p <o.01). This negative relationship obtains even in protracted wars of at-
trition, when oligarchs would presumably have the greatest incentive to
gamble forresurrection (B = —1.23, p = 0.21 for theinteraction term). Thisis
a perplexing result for scholars who argue that the institutional structures
of mixed regimes—which result in oligarchs being removed and pun-
ished for even minor war losses—should cause leaders to avoid defeat
at all costs.

This interesting result for oligarchies highlights another finding of note:
on closer inspection, the relationship between regime type and civilian vic-
timization is nonlinear. In fact, it is U-shaped: the regime types at the two
ends of the spectrum—democracies (states scoring 7 or above on the Polity
index) and dictatorships (states scoring —7 or less)—are each more likely to
target civilians than are mixed regimes, those states that fall between 6 and —6.
Forcing this curvilinear relationship to be linear generates an insignificant
result for the 21-point Polity variable.*!

Finally, one might argue that certain countries or regimes, such as Nazi
Germany, are inherently more likely to target civilians than others. To test
for these country-specific effects, I coded a dummy variable that takes the
value of 1 for Germany in wars between 1933 and 1945. When included in
the regression, this variable is positive but not significant (B = 2.18, p = 0.15)
and has no effect on the other variables.*” Nor are dummy variables sig-
nificant for Germany or the United States from 1816—2003. Country-specific
effects do not appear to influence the results.

Mass KiLLING

Table 2.11 shows the results of four logit regressions using mass killing—
whether or not a belligerent in an interstate war killed at least fifty thousand
enemy noncombatants—as the dependent variable. The first thing to notice
is that the decision to include all belligerents (model 1) rather than only
those deemed capable of targeting civilians (model 2) has no impact on the
results, as there is very little difference in the coefficients for almost all of
the variables. The second thing to notice is that restricting the analysis to the
period 1900—2003 (model 3) does not much affect the results, either.
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Table 2.11. Determinants of mass killing in interstate wars, 18162003 (logit estimates)

2 3
1 Capable All states 4
All states states 1900-2003 All states
Democracy (Polity) 2.40*** 2.31*** 2.37*** 2.73**
(0.89) (0.84) (0.87) (1.08)
Democracy * - - - -1.29
post-1945 (2.08)
Cultural difference —-1.83 -1.77 —1.66 —1.68
(1.22) (1.25) (1.27) (1.30)
War of attrition 4.33%%* 4,19 3.95%%* 4.54%%*
(1.42) (1.41) (1.38) (1.50)
Territorial 4.06*** 3.77%** 3.68** 4.13%**
annexation (1.43) (1.43) (1.63) (1.46)
Relative capabilities 4.27 3.97 3.78 4.64
(3.38) (3.51) (3.84) (3.40)
Enemy population 2.37%** 2.23%** 2.17** 2.44%**
(0.87) (0.85) (0.83) (0.90)
Deterrence 0.48 0.17 0.52 0.52
(1.00) (1.02) (1.05) (0.94)
State’s own civilians —-0.34 -0.27 -0.29 —0.51
targeted (1.01) (1.04) (1.03) (0.96)
Post-1945 -0.90 —0.87 -0.89 —0.36
(1.63) (1.59) (1.71) (1.75)
constant —19.23%** —17.97*** —17.78*** —20.10***
(5.32) (5.34) (5.08) (5.71)
N 298 170 224 298
Log likelihood —24.97 —24.46 —24.23 —24.79
LR Chi? 20.75%* 17.13** 18.09** 21.54**
Pseudo-R? 0.63 0.57 0.58 0.64

Note: Huber-White robust standard errors (clustered on each war) in parentheses.
* = <0.10; ** = <0.05; *** = <0.01

Turning to the substantive results, the models displayed in table 2.11 in-
dicate that desperation and appetite for territory correlate positively and
significantly with decisions to engage in mass killing at the 1 percent level
in all four models. Other proxies for desperation to win and to save lives—
such as war duration, battle deaths, and expansive war aims—also signifi-
cantly increase the likelihood of mass killing in interstate warfare (p < o.01
for each). Overall, therefore, table 2.11 offers strong support for desperation
and appetite for conquest as determinants of massive killing of civilians.

The results for democracy and mass killing are even stronger than those
reported above for civilian victimization, and the opposite of those found
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in earlier studies of mass killing in wars after 1945: democracy strongly
and significantly increases the probability of mass killing in models 1—4.*
The relationship between democracy and mass killing, however, ceases
to be significant after 1945: an interaction term signifying democracies in
wars after World War II in model 4 is weakly negative (but not significant)
whereas democracy (in this case meaning democracy before 1945) remains
positive and significant.

The surprising positive result for democracy and mass killing highlights
an important but heretofore unknown fact about regime type and civil-
ian casualties: campaigns of civilian targeting by democracies in interstate
wars are 52 percent more likely to escalate to mass killing than those by
autocracies.* This finding would appear to support the old adage that de-
mocracies are slow to anger, but once aroused, their wrath is terrible. Less
surprisingly, the data show that democracies are more likely than autocra-
cies to inflict mass killing in wars of attrition, thus corroborating the simi-
lar finding for civilian victimization above. Unfortunately, introducing an
interaction term into the regression for democracies in wars of attrition is
not possible because there is no instance of a democracy committing mass
killing outside of an attrition war. Thus democracy and the interaction term
are perfectly collinear. Cross-tabulations, however, show that democracies
engage in mass killing 57 percent of the time in wars of attrition, compared
to only 15 percent for nondemocracies (p < 0.01).*

Moving on to other explanations, cultural differences fail to exert a dis-
cernible effect on the likelihood of mass killing in warfare, but the effect
(while insignificant) is consistently in the opposite of the predicted direc-
tion. Differences in civilizational membership actually correlate with a
lower probability of mass killing. Cultural clashes are thus marginally less
likely—controlling for other factors—to result in massive civilian blood-
shed than are wars between culturally similar states. One possible reason
for this unexpected finding is that wars between countries from different
civilizations are also wars of attrition or wars of annexation. Cultural differ-
ences are not highly correlated with either of these variables, though (0.13
and o.11, respectively), and excluding attrition and annexation from the
model still leaves cultural differences with a negative coefficient, if smaller
in absolute terms.*

The only control variable to reach statistical significance is enemy popu-
lation: the greater the population of the adversary state, the more likely
mass killing becomes. This is not surprising, since there are simply more
civilians to kill when a population is large. The findings for relative capabil-
ity, while not significant, are suggestive. The variable for material power is
consistently positive, indicating that the more powerful states in particular
conflicts are more able to inflict mass killing. None of the other controls—
including being the victim of civilian targeting, or the war occurring after
1945—is statistically significant.”
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CiviLIAN FATALITIES

Finally, I turn to actual numbers of civilian war deaths. I present this anal-
ysis in three steps. First, I use a zero-inflated negative binomial estimator
to gauge the effect of the independent variables on the number of civilians
killed in interstate wars from 1900 to 2003. Second, I transform the raw ci-
vilian casualty counts into categories based on their severity and reestimate
the model with ordered logit. Finally, I examine logged value of civilian
deaths using OLS.

As with the previous analyses of civilian targeting and mass killing, des-
peration and appetite to annex territory stand out as the most important
determinants of civilian casualties in interstate wars. Democracies in wars
of attrition kill larger numbers of civilians than democracies not fighting
such wars, and about the same number of noncombatants as autocracies in
wars of attrition. Cultural differences, finally, consistently reduce the num-
ber of noncombatant fatalities, contrary to the expectations of the identity
perspective.

A Count Model of Civilian Fatalities

Models 1 and 2 in table 2.12 display the results of zero-inflated nega-
tive binomial (ZINB) regressions using the midrange estimate of civilian
fatalities in all wars starting in or after 1900 as the dependent variable. Each
ZINB model contains two sets of coefficients: a negative binomial estimate
of the influence of each variable on the number of casualties observed and
a separate logit estimate that reports the influence of each variable on the
probability of an observation taking the value of zero. A positive sign for
the negative binomial half of the equation means that the variable in ques-
tion increases the number of civilians killed. A positive sign for the logit
model, by contrast, means that the variable increases the likelihood that the
number of civilians killed will be zero. In table 2.12, the negative binomial
coefficient is listed in the first column of each model (1a and 2a) while the
logit estimate follows in the second column (1b and 2b).

Looking at model 1, protracted wars of attrition and the intention to annex
enemy territory are the two most powerful predictors of civilian fatalities.
Other indicators of attrition—war duration, battle deaths, and high or ex-
panding war aims—also significantly increase civilian war deaths when
substituted into the model (p < o.01 for the first two, p < 0.05 for the third).
The clash of cultures argument is again turned on its head, as cultural dif-
ferences between the belligerents reduce the number of civilian fatalities in
interstate wars.”® The effect of democracy, by contrast, is interestingly nu-
anced. In model 1, the effect of democracy on the number of civilians killed
is weakly positive, and at the same time democracies are less likely to be in
the group that kills no civilians (as shown by the negative and significant
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Targeting Civilians in War

coefficient in model 1b). Model 2, however, shows that the effect of democ-
racy is conditional on whether the conflict is a war of attrition. Democracies
kill larger numbers of civilians than nondemocracies in wars of attrition,
but kill fewer civilians than autocracies do when the war is not a war of
attrition. Democracies in attrition wars are also highly unlikely to kill zero
civilians. Looking at the other interactive hypotheses, democratic war ini-
tiators do not kill fewer civilians (B = 0.35, p = 0.78). Finally, democracies
do not appear to kill significantly fewer noncombatants than autocracies in
interstate wars after 1945 or after 1970.#

Among the control variables, a few points are worth mentioning. As
expected, increases in relative capabilities and the size of the enemy pop-
ulation result in larger numbers of civilian fatalities. Greater gaps in rela-
tive capabilities also strongly decrease the likelihood of observing zero
fatalities. On the other hand, having one’s own civilians killed brings
about an apparent reduction in the number of civilian casualties a state
inflicts. This latter variable remains negative even in the reduced sample
of states having the capability to harm enemy civilians, meaning it is not
simply an artifact of some states being unable to strike back. The way this
variable is measured—as a dummy signifying that a state suffered some
non-zero number of civilians killed rather than how many died—may
be contributing to this odd result. Finally, wars after 1945 are less likely
to have zero civilians killed. This finding may be the result of a report-
ing bias, as the quality and availability of data are better for more recent
conflicts.®

An Ordinal Logit Model of Civilian Fatalities

I also analyzed civilian casualties using an ordinal logit model. The de-
pendent variable for this analysis is based on the following categories of
noncombatant deaths: o; 1-500; 501-5,000; 5,001-50,000; 50,001-500,000;
500,000-5 million; and over 5 million.” The results of this analysis again
strongly support desperation and annexation as causes of civilian fatalities.
Measures of wars of attrition (including war duration, battle deaths, and ex-
panding or total war aims), are positive and significant at the highest level,
as is the variable for territorial annexation. Cultural differences, on the other
hand, have a small and insignificant negative effect on civilian casualties.
Democracy is positive and significant in model 3, a change from the ZINB
analysis, but that significance disappears when an interaction term for de-
mocracies in wars of attrition is included in model 4. The interaction term
just misses significance (p < 0.12), and this time is smaller than war of at-
trition by itself (meaning autocracies in wars of attrition), although the two
are close in value. Democratic war initiators do not kill significantly fewer
civilians in the ordinal logit analysis, nor do democracies kill significantly
fewer civilians in wars after 1945 or 1970.** Finally, as before, increases in
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relative capabilities and the size of the adversary’s population lead to larger
numbers of civilian dead.®

OLS and Civilian Casualties

Finally, models 5 and 6 show results obtained by using OLS on logged
values of civilian fatalities. These results are nearly identical—in terms of
coefficient signs and significance levels—to the ordinal logit estimates just
discussed. Democracy, attrition (in all its forms), annexation, relative power,
size of the enemy population, and deterrence are all positive and significant;
democracy in wars of attrition (model 6) this time is significant and about
the same size as attrition alone. Democratic war initiators do not kill fewer
civilians, nor do democracies kill fewer noncombatants after 1945 or 1970.

IN sum, three different analyses of the data on civilian fatalities strongly
support the desperation and annexation theses. The results also accord well
with Valentino, Huth, and Croco’s findings on the importance of attrition,
total war aims, and war duration for civilian casualties. We also agree that
cultural or identity differences between belligerents do not seem to increase
civilian deaths. A few differences emerge between us, however, on the role
of democracy. Valentino, Huth, and Croco, for example, find no significant
effect for regime type on numbers of civilian casualties in interstate wars,
whereas I find some evidence of a positive relationship driven primarily by
democratic victimization of civilians in wars of attrition. This latter finding
is stronger—but not much different—from their positive and nearly signifi-
cant interaction term for regime type and attrition strategy.

What explains this difference? One possible explanation is that I include
all civilian deaths inflicted by belligerents whereas Valentino, Huth, and
Croco include only intentional fatalities. In additional tests, however, my
results remain stable (and in fact become slightly stronger) if I restrict the
analysis to intentional deaths. A second potential explanation is missing
data: there are forty-three belligerents in my dataset (in eighteen wars) for
which I was unable to obtain a figure for the number of civilian fatalities
inflicted, and a handful of other cases are missing data on an indepen-
dent variable. Third, our datasets include different wars: Valentino, Huth,
and Croco include twelve wars of occupation in their dataset, whereas my
dataset is comprised exclusively of interstate wars. Fourth, there are some
differences in the way we measure certain variables. I measure regime
type once for each belligerent at the beginning of each war, for example,
whereas they use the average of each state’s democracy score for all the
years the war was ongoing. Moreover, while most of the wars in Valentino,
Huth, and Croco’s dataset consist of one state on each side, cases with
multiple states fighting on the same side are combined into coalitions. In
these cases, “the values of the independent variables are averaged across
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the members of the coalition and weighted based on the troop contribu-
tions of each coalition member.”® In my dataset states are not combined
into coalitions: each state’s regime type is measured separately. Finally,
I measure attrition as a dummy variable whereas they measure it as the
percentage of the war during which each belligerent fought an attrition
strategy.”

Appendix 2.2

Determining Cause and Effect:
Does Desperation Precede Civilian Victimization?

One limitation of my dataset is that it is not a time series: it codes whether
a conflict was a war of attrition or territorial annexation and whether a bel-
ligerent targeted civilians, but it does not specify the order in which these
two events occurred. The desperation model, however, implies that attri-
tion precedes civilian victimization (in the appetite for conquest model,
civilian victimization may occur at any point in the conflict, but it often
occurs early). To ensure that the relationship between wars of attrition and
civilian victimization is not the reverse of what I hypothesize—that is, that
civilian victimization occurs early in wars and leads to wars of attrition
because it is not very effective—it is necessary to ascertain whether cause
came before effect.

I compiled a list of all cases of civilian victimization in wars of attrition
and compared the approximate date that the conflict became a war of attri-
tion with the date that civilian victimization was first used by a belligerent
(see table 2.13). I found that in thirty-one out of thirty-seven instances—84
percent—the war became static or a siege occurred before or around the
same time belligerents targeted civilians. Regarding the six apparent out-
liers—Russia (Russo-Turkish War, 1877-78), Greece (Greco-Turkish War,
1919-22), Germany (Poland, 1939), Germany and Romania (versus the Soviet
Union, 1941—45), and North Korea (1950-53)—three points are noteworthy.
First, each of these cases was also a war of territorial annexation. The reason
that civilian victimization preceded the transformation of the conflict into a
war of attrition, therefore, was that it was triggered by a different cause: the
perceived need to repress or eliminate unwanted or threatening groups in
conquered territory. Russia, for example, killed and expelled Turks from Bul-
garia to ensure “the existence of an overwhelmingly Slavic Bulgaria after the
war.” Greece, too, targeted ethnic Turks on landing in western Anatolia in
1919; Germany killed Poles and Polish Jews in 1939; Germany and Romania
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Targeting Civilians in War

attacked Jews in the Soviet Union in the summer of 1941; and the North Kore-
ans killed anticommunist Koreans on taking Seoul in late June 1950.

Second, in four of the six cases, belligerents implemented additional
strategies of civilian victimization after the conflict bogged down into a war
of attrition: Russia at the siege of Plevna in autumn 1877; Greece after its
defeat on the Sakkaria River in September 1922; Germany at the siege of
Warsaw in September 1939; and Germany again at the sieges of Leningrad
and Stalingrad.

Finally, recoding these six cases as nonwars of attrition does not affect the
results reported in table 2.9: the coefficient for war of attrition remains posi-
tive and significant at better than the 1 percent level.

A closer look, therefore, reveals that in most wars of attrition, desperation
was the sole cause of civilian victimization, and in most of the others, attri-
tion was one cause of civilian victimization. In only two of the thirty-seven
cases (Romania in 1941 and North Korea in 1950) did attrition not influence
a choice to target noncombatants. The relationship between wars of attri-
tion and civilian victimization, therefore, does not suffer from endogeneity.
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[3]

The Starvation Blockades of
World War 1

Britain and Germany

The First World War is remembered mainly for the years of carnage and
futility of trench warfare on the Western front that followed the defeat of
Germany’s Schlieffen Plan. The naval aspect of the war—of which so much
was expected after the prolonged Dreadnought race between Germany and
Great Britain—was anticlimactic. Both sides anticipated a titanic clash of
battleships in the North Sea, but a decisive battle failed to materialize be-
cause each had settled on a largely defensive strategy. The British, for ex-
ample, implemented a policy of distant blockade, hoping that the ships of
the German High Seas Fleet would sortie away from the German coast and
give battle in the open where British superiority in numbers could destroy
them. But the Germans had no such plan: wary of being outnumbered and
defeated in detail, Germany’s admirals planned to wage a limited guer-
rilla war (Kleinkrieg), making only restricted forays into the North Sea with
surface ships and submarines in the hope of attriting British forces and
evening the odds. This policy failed, and thus a stalemate prevailed at sea.
Germany’s surface raiders were swept from the world’s oceans by the end
of 1914, and aside from one near miss at Jutland, the massive fleets—which
had contributed so much to Anglo-German tensions—swayed at anchor for
four years.

Instead, the focus of naval warfare shifted to an unexpected venue: eco-
nomic warfare. The main belligerents in World War I attempted to throttle
their opponents’ seaborne trade by way of naval blockades in order to de-
feat the enemy by hunger. This chapter focuses on the two largest and most
famous of these operations: the Allied (mainly British) surface naval block-
ade of the Central Powers, and Germany’s U-boat blockade of the British
Isles. In the first half of the chapter, I trace the British decision to impose a
starvation blockade on the Central Powers. This embargo aimed to break
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the morale of the enemy civilian population through their stomachs: the
Allied blockade cut off imports of food to the Central Powers starting in
March 1915. British leaders decided to target enemy civilians, I argue, as
they came to perceive that the costs and duration of the war would be far
greater than they had originally believed, and because they thought that
denying food to noncombatants might help win the war. With so much at
stake, British decision-makers felt that they had no choice but to “use every
weapon in our hands to bring to an end this horrible War.”!

The choice to wage unrestricted submarine warfare also evolved gradu-
ally in Germany, receiving fresh impetus every time Germany’s prospects for
victory took a turn for the worse. As Germany’s western offensive ground
to a halt in autumn 1914, German naval officers began to push for unlimited
use of U-boats against British and neutral commerce. But Kaiser Wilhelm II
and his chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, repeatedly rebuffed
the admirals on the grounds that such a move would provoke neutral coun-
tries—particularly the United States—to join the ranks of Germany’s foes.
However, 1916 was the year of crisis for the Central Powers. Reeling under
the combined impact of Verdun, the Somme, the Brusilov Offensive, and
Romania’s entry into the war, German officials grew more desperate as the
year passed. Finally, in December, the Admiralstab (the German Admiralty
Staff) convinced Bethmann-Hollweg and the kaiser to gamble that a cam-
paign of unrestricted warfare with submarines would finish off Great Brit-
ain before the United States could come to the rescue. As defeat appeared
certain if Germany remained on the defensive, German leaders believed
they had nothing to lose by unleashing the U-boats.

Each of these cases qualifies as a case of civilian victimization. In each
instance the strategy was aimed squarely at the civilian population: the
British interdicted all of Germany’s seaborne trade starting in March 1915,
and Germany attempted to cut off British grain imports. The British block-
ade, in fact, contributed to conditions that took the lives of about half a
million Germans, and a similar number of Austrians as well. Although the
German blockade had little impact on the British food supply, it was clearly
a case of civilian victimization because a conscious choice was made to tar-
get the civilian food supply.

C1vILIAN VICTIMIZATION IN CONVENTIONAL
WARS OF ATTRITION

When conventional wars between regular armies bog down into stale-
mates, belligerents have incentives to use military force against civilians to
coerce the enemy government or leadership to quit the war. As discussed in
chapter 1, civilian victimization as a coercive tool can follow both punish-
ment and denial logics. As punishment, civilian victimization attempts to
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inflict enough pain on enemy noncombatants that the civilian population
rises up and demands that the government stop the fighting, or even re-
places the government with more dovish leaders. Alternatively, civilian vic-
timization convinces the enemy government to concede the issue at stake
rather than allow its population to continue suffering. One Iraqi officer, for
example, explained his country’s decision to initiate bombing of Iranian cit-
ies in 1985 by arguing: “We want to bring the Iranian people into the front
lines of the war. . . . We hope this will encourage the Iranian people to rebel
against their government and bring the war to an end.”?

Civilian victimization, however, can also serve a denial function by un-
dermining an enemy’s military strategy for achieving victory. The most
common way that this occurs in conventional interstate wars is when bel-
ligerents attack their adversary’s civilian population in order to decrease
the adversary’s production of war materiel. The American firebombing
of Japan, for example, was not primarily intended to induce the Japanese
people to demand an end to the war, but rather to eliminate Japan’s war
production, which was highly decentralized and scattered throughout resi-
dential neighborhoods.?

Starvation blockades and sieges typically fall into the punishment cat-
egory, seeking to coerce an adversary by depriving its civilian population
of food. In siege warfare, according to Michael Walzer, “The death of the
ordinary inhabitants of the city is expected to force the hand of the civilian
or military leadership. The goal is surrender; the means is not the defeat of
the enemy army, but the fearful spectacle of the civilian dead.”* One way
to hasten the day when hunger so weakens the defenders that cities can
be taken with a minimum of resistance is for the besieger to prevent the
besieged’s civilian population from leaving the town, thereby increasing
the number of mouths that must be fed from scarce provisions. During the
Russian siege of Plevna in 1877, for example, “When Osman Pasha’s food
supplies began to fail, he turned out the old men and women who were in
the town and demanded free passage for them to Sofia or Rakhovo. Gen-
eral Gourko [the Russian commander] refused and sent them back.” Simi-
larly, General Ritter von Leeb forbade Soviet noncombatants from escaping
through German lines during the siege of Leningrad, in which about 1 mil-
lion civilians died.?

Belligerents also sometimes use naval blockades to starve entire coun-
tries into submission. In the Nigerian Civil War, for example, the gov-
ernment blockaded the secessionist Ibo region, viewing “starvation [as] a
legitimate weapon of war . . . [and] regarding it as a valid means of reduc-
ing the enemy’s capacity to resist, a method as old as war itself.”® According
to a classified report by an American epidemiologist in 1969, “Slow, creep-
ing starvation of almost the entire population is the key impression today in
Biafra.” The survey also found that “the Biafran people were suffering from
the highest rate of famine ever recorded in history,” including the siege of
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Leningrad.” Sapping the will of an adversary by starving its civilian popula-
tion is difficult to accomplish against an entire nation-state; thus some star-
vation blockades—such as Napoleon’s Continental System and Germany’s
U-boat campaign—xXkill few if any civilians.® Other times, however, blockade
(and its modern equivalent, economic sanctions) proves quite deadly: the
Nigerian embargo and the sanctions on Iraq in the 1990s each helped kill
hundreds of thousands.’

THE BriTiIsSH BLOCKADE OF GERMANY

On March 1, 1915, the governments of Britain and France announced that
they intended to expand the objectives of the naval blockade of the Cen-
tral Powers to include the interdiction of food. The Entente powers worked
assiduously thereafter to throttle Germany’s ability to import foodstuffs.
Britain and France, for example, concluded a series of rationing agree-
ments with northern European neutral countries such as the Netherlands,
Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, whereby those countries agreed volun-
tarily to restrict their exports to Germany. The addition of the United States
to the Entente fold in 1917 made the food blockade even more effective. The
United States ended all remaining trade with Germany and slashed its ex-
ports to the northern European neutrals, further reducing those countries’
ability to export goods to the Second Reich."

The blockade was largely responsible for shortages of key products in
Germany. Without access to imported fertilizers, the yields of German har-
vests declined over the course of the conflict, rendering Germany unable to
replace lost grain imports with increased domestic production. The Second
Reich grew 4.4 million tons of wheat in 1913, for example, but only 2.5 mil-
lion tons in 1918." Bread was the first foodstuff to be rationed in Germany
(in 1915), the daily ration being set at 225 grams per day, but both the qual-
ity and quantity of bread declined over time."? Similarly, German consump-
tion of meat products plummeted from 1,050 grams per week in 1913 to
135 in 1918.” The meat shortage in turn yielded a shortage in fats: weekly
consumption plunged to less than one-third of prewar levels by the last
year of the war.

Predictably, reductions in the quantity and quality of food adversely
affected the health of the civilian population. Living on the official gov-
ernment ration in Bonn, for example, German nutritionist R. O. Neumann
lost 25 percent of his body weight in seven months. Another nutritionist
estimated the average weight loss of Germany’s urban citizenry at 20 per-
cent. Fatalities from tuberculosis increased 68 percent between 1914 and
1917, which translated into 41,678 extra deaths. Malnutrition took a terrible
toll on Germany’s children: one wartime survey showed that of 2,154 chil-
dren surveyed, 39 percent had rickets owing to a deficiency of Vitamin D.!
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Children and workmen alike displayed the bloated abdomens of hunger
edema, caused by the retention in the body of unwanted fluids.

As a result of this deprivation and disease, Germany suffered somewhere
between half a million and a million excess civilian deaths—deaths over
and above the prewar death rate—during World War I. Official German sta-
tistics, for example, put the excess civilian death toll at 763,000, not counting
150,000 fatalities due to influenza in 1918. Another estimate performed ten
years after the war arrived at a figure of 424,000 excess civilian deaths, and
put fatalities from influenza at an additional 209,000.”" Austria-Hungary
suffered grievously as well, losing an estimated 467,000 civilians to the ef-
fects of the blockade.'® Women were hit particularly hard: by 1918 the fe-
male death rate in Germany had increased 50 percent over the rate in 1913,
and was also 50 percent higher than the corresponding rate in England."”

The exhaustion of the civilian population owing to the blockade was so
severe it may have contributed to Germany’s quick collapse in 1918. Illus-
trative is the comment by Philipp Scheidemann, leader of the Social Demo-
crats in the Reichstag, on October 17, 1918, when asked if Germany could
continue the war: “That is a question of potatoes. We have no more meat.
Potatoes cannot be delivered because we are short four thousand [railroad]
cars every day. We have absolutely no fats left. The distress is so great that
one stands before a perfect puzzle when one asks: How does North Berlin
live and how does East Berlin live? As long as this puzzle cannot be solved,
it is impossible to improve morale.”*® As Avner Offer has put it, “The Allied
offensive was the hammer, the home front provided the anvil.”"

Why did the Entente governments—and particularly the British—
implement a strategy that sought to coerce the German regime through the
empty stomachs of the civilian population?

British War Aims and Expectations

In the ten years prior to the outbreak of the First World War, British plan-
ning for a war with Germany changed from a strategy of “splendid isola-
tion” to one of “continental commitment,” which in turn entailed a shift
in primacy from the navy to the army. Rather than remaining aloof from
a Franco-German war, or employing only maritime means to fight, British
leaders decided that maintaining the balance of power in Europe and pre-
venting the channel coasts from falling under German control required that
a British Expeditionary Force (BEF) fight alongside France. Naval power
alone was insufficient because it could not affect the course of fighting on
land, and by the time the effects of a blockade began to be felt, France might
already be defeated. The Admiralty bitterly opposed a continental strat-
egy but failed to articulate a compelling alternative. The navy eventually
settled on a policy of distant blockade, but its purpose was not starvation:
the admirals hoped that interdicting Germany’s overseas commerce would
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compel the High Seas Fleet to give battle.*® As John Coogan observes, “No
one in the Admiralty believed that any economic pressure the navy could
bring to bear in a few months would force the enemy to accept peace on
terms acceptable to the Allies.”*

Britain went to war in August 1914 for limited objectives and expected a
brief, low-cost conflict. Despite Foreign Secretary Edward Grey’s tireless at-
tempts to convince the cabinet that Britain’s security rested on preventing a
single power from dominating the continent, the ministers initially endorsed
“a much narrower definition of what constituted British interests, namely
the independence of Belgium and the exclusion of the Germans from the
Channel ports.”? But British objectives quickly escalated: by September,
Grey and Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George were publicly
calling for the destruction of “Prussian militarism,” in other words, regime
change in Germany.? British leaders, however, did not envision commit-
ting the military means to match their ambitious political goals. Britain,
they thought, “would fight a relatively inexpensive naval and economic war
while France and Russia would crush Germany on land.” The expansion
of British war aims to include the overthrow of the German government
and its rebirth as a democracy, incongruously, had little effect on this view.
“In 1914-15 they [the Cabinet] sought to carry out these aims by employing
strictly limited means, by relying on economic pressure and their allies to de-
feat the enemy whilst Britain itself stood largely aloof from the land war.”*

The British policy of limited liability was combined with a belief that the
war would be short. First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill, for ex-
ample, “thought the weight of evidence pointed to a short though terrible
war,” a sentiment shared by fellow cabinet member David Lloyd George.
General Sir Archibald Murray, the chief of staff of the BEF, told Lord Esher, a
member of the Committee of Imperial Defense (CID), that “the war will last
three months if everything goes well, and perhaps eight months if things do
not go so satisfactorily.” In fact, the only prominent Briton who dissented
from this view was Lord Kitchener, but even he predicted a quick German
defeat of the French. Most of Kitchener’s colleagues found his belief that
the war would last three years to be “unlikely, if not incredible . .. [and]
believed the war would be over before a million new men could be trained
and equipped.”®

Early Constraints on Using Hunger as a Weapon

Aside from the fact that British policymakers believed the war breaking
out on the continent would be over quickly, three other factors constrained
immediate resort to a starvation blockade. First, by the time the effects of
such a blockade began to be felt in Germany, France might already be de-
feated. The realization that sole reliance on a naval strategy “could not make
their homeland secure” contributed to the decision to send an expeditionary
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force to fight alongside the French Army in the event of a war with Ger-
many: “A limited expeditionary force was designed to sustain the allies in
the field while the blockade did its slow work.”*

Second, British leaders feared that restricting German trade too aggres-
sively might push the north European neutrals into the war on Germany’s
side or—more importantly—cause a breach with the United States. Indeed,
repeated controversies flared in autumn 1914 between the United States and
Britain over restrictions on American trade with Germany.? United States
leaders were not concerned about the moral rectitude of starving German
civilians; rather, they worried that U.S. businesses would suffer from an all-
encompassing British embargo. Appeasing American concerns was crucial
to Britain’s war prospects because the War Department intended to pur-
chase large amounts of arms and munitions from Bethlehem Steel, a vital
source of supply that the U.S. government could easily cut off.?® Aware of
this possibility, British officials repeatedly assured the United States that
the aims of the blockade were limited and did not include an embargo of
food. As Foreign Minister Grey put it in a telegram to Britain’s ambassador
in Washington in late September 1914: “We have only two objects in our
proclamations: to restrict supplies for the German Army and to restrict the
supply to Germany of materials essential for making munitions of war.”*
“The surest way to lose the war would be to antagonize America,” Grey
wrote in his memoirs. British policy should be “to secure the maximum
blockade possible that could be enforced without a rupture with the United
States.”* In short, as Coogan notes, “Most British leaders believed by the
end of September 1914 that economic pressure might help win the war. Few
questioned that a conflict with the United States could lose it.”*!

Finally, the reigning norms and laws of naval warfare—codified in the
Declaration of London, negotiated by the leading naval powers in 1908-9—
undercut Britain’s ability to starve its adversary. “The Declaration of Lon-
don,” argues Avner Offer, “preserved the essence of the Declaration of Paris
[in 1856]. It extended neutral rights and immunities by defining contraband,
and defining it narrowly, and especially by the introduction of a ‘free list.””
Under these rules, as Paul Vincent points out, “foodstuffs consigned to the
German government but unloaded at Rotterdam would have been immune
from capture by British cruisers during World War 1.”%

The London Declaration established three categories of goods. The first
category, absolute contraband, consisted of items useful solely for military
operations, such as arms and ammunition. Conditional contraband, the
second category, included articles that could be used either for civilian or
military purposes, including foodstuffs, forage, fuel, and lubricants. Finally,
the declaration established a free list of items that could never be declared
contraband, such as cotton, rubber, fertilizers, wool, raw hides, and several
metallic ores.®® Whether a cargo was subject to seizure by a blockading force
depended on the military or nonmilitary nature of the goods in question as
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well as their destination. Absolute contraband, for example, could be seized
if it was destined for the enemy country, territory occupied by the enemy, or
the adversary’s armed forces. Similarly, conditional contraband was subject
to capture if these items were consigned to the enemy’s armed forces or
government. The difference between the two categories was that while ab-
solute contraband could be seized no matter what its immediate destination
so long as its ultimate destination was the enemy, conditional contraband
was not liable to capture if delivered to a neutral port, even if its final desti-
nation lay in the enemy homeland. Put simply, the doctrine of “continuous
voyage” applied to absolute contraband but not conditional contraband.

Changes in Costs and Likelihood of Victory

British dreams of a short, low-cost war collided head-on with reality in
the fall of 1914. By the time the Battle of the Marne began on September 5,
the BEF had already lost more than 15,000 troops killed, wounded, or taken
prisoner. “Despite continued optimism at BEF headquarters,” Coogan
writes, “London was coming [in September] to accept Kitchener’s predic-
tion of a long and bloody war.”** Another 24,000 British soldiers were killed
in October and November in the fighting at Ypres, bringing total British
casualties by the end of the year to almost 100,000, nearly two-thirds of the
BEF’s original strength. At the conclusion of the First Battle of Ypres, which
ended the race to the sea, both sides dug in along a front of three hundred
miles from the Flemish coast in Belgium to the border of Switzerland.®

The results of the five months of combat in 1914 shattered the British
cabinet’s strategy of obtaining “maximum victory at minimum cost,” and
“most decision-makers realized that the magnitude of the issues at stake
now pointed to a prolonged conflict.” Already in October, Lord Esher wrote
in his journal: “Anticipations of an early defeat by the Allies of Germany
have been falsified by events, and all indications to-day point to a long con-
tinuance of the struggle.” Esher’s early recognition gradually dawned on
the cabinet by the end of 1914. In late December Herbert Asquith, the prime
minister, noted that he was “profoundly dissatisfied with the immediate
prospect—an enormous waste of life and money day after day with no ap-
preciable progress.”*

Both Lloyd George and Churchill cited the expectation of costly fighting
for little gain on the western front as the rationale for opening new fronts
in separate letters to Asquith at the end of the year.” Lloyd George com-
mented after a visit to the front in late 1914 that “any attempt to force the
carefully-prepared German lines in the west would end in failure and in
appalling loss of life.” The prime minister did not need much convincing,
noting in a private letter on December 30, 1914, that “the losses involved in
the trench-jumping operations now going on on both sides are enormous
& out of all proportion to the ground gained.” Similarly, Esher attributed
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the deadlock to “the physical and material conditions of modern war, that
appear to tend rather in the direction of siege than of free manoeuvre.”*

Britain’s losses, although small in absolute terms, were staggering as a
percentage of its total strength and represented the bulk of the country’s
professional army. The losses of Britain’s allies, however, made the “busi-
ness as usual” strategy impossible: French casualties numbered almost 1
million men, while those of the Russians approached 2 million.* The En-
tente had successfully halted the German juggernaut, but the cost of doing
so had severely weakened Britain’s continental allies, on whose shoulders
the British had hoped to put most of the burden of fighting the Germans.
“By December 1914,” David French argues, “it was clear that this was un-
realistic. Although the French and Russians thwarted the Germans’ plan
to achieve a quick victory in a two-front war their armies suffered horribly
in doing so and by the end of 1914 the enemy was in occupation of large
tracts of Allied territory.”* Germany began to extend peace feelers in the
hope of detaching one of these powers from the Entente. Fearful of defec-
tion, the British strategy of “fight to the last Russian” was no longer tenable.
By the beginning of 1915, “British strategy therefore shifted towards being
seen to be doing whatever they could to give their allies material and moral
assistance.”* Sending a large British Army to the continent was no longer
avoidable, which meant that the costs of the war would vastly exceed what
Britain had initially anticipated.

Institution of the Starvation Blockade, Phase I

It is interesting to note that although the British blockade would even-
tually target the food supply of German civilians, that was not its initial
intent. In fact, the impetus for establishing a blockade was a perceived
German military vulnerability. When the cabinet voted to deploy the BEF to
the continent on August 6, the Royal Navy appeared to have been relegated
to a supporting role in the unfolding war. Two events quickly changed this.
First, although the Central Powers lost their ability to reprovision them-
selves with their own ships (most were seized or interned in neutral ports),
Germany—as allowed under the Declaration of London—began transfer-
ring its seaborne trade to neutral ships docking in neutral ports. Second,
the British media erroneously reported that the German armies travers-
ing Belgium were desperately short of food. At the same time, the British
government discovered that large shipments of grain were underway from
New York to Rotterdam and assumed that the Germans intended to obtain
supplies for the military through the Netherlands. Churchill pointed out
that intercepting these food shipments could have a decisive effect on the
outcome of the fighting in France.

In response to this apparent military vulnerability, the British moved to
interdict German imports by promulgating the Order in Council of August
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20, 1914. The key provision of the order was its application of the doctrine
of continuous voyage to conditional contraband, such as food. The order
stated that “conditional contraband destined to enemy armed forces, or to
contractors known to be dealing with the enemy state, was liable to capture
regardless of the port to which the vessel was bound.”*> Under the Dec-
laration of London, by contrast, conditional contraband shipped through
neutral ports was not liable to seizure. The British justified this violation of
the declaration’s terms by arguing that food was now absolute contraband
because the German government had taken over the food system (this as-
sertion, too, was based on bogus reporting). The order, however, apparently
did little to interdict German trade: because Entente agents “had not yet col-
lected any of that sufficient evidence upon which particular cargoes could
be condemned ... the order in council of 20th August was still no more
than the assertion of a legal principle.” The British government seemed
to be grasping at straws, notes Coogan: “Grey proposed application of
the doctrine of continuous voyage to conditional contraband because he
had the vague hope that intercepting food imports might somehow defeat
Germany.” Britain, having “plunged into a Continental war fought on a
scale Europe had not seen since the days of Napoleon,” aiming for decisive
victory, but without a strategy to achieve it, “grasped any plan that seemed
to promise quick and easy victory.”*

In the face of mounting evidence that the quantity of goods reaching
Germany through neutral countries was increasing rather than decreasing,
London issued a second Order in Council on October 29. This proclamation
stated that the British would presume that conditional contraband aboard
any vessel headed to a neutral port was bound for the enemy and thus liable
to capture if such cargoes (1) lacked a specific recipient, (2) were consigned
“to order” of the shipper, meaning that they could possibly be shipped
on to Germany, or (3) were consigned to an individual in enemy territory.
Moreover, article 2 of the order proclaimed the right to designate a neutral
country an enemy base of supply if it could be shown that Germany was
drawing supplies for its army through that country. In other words, Britain
threatened to treat a neutral country supplying Germany’s armed forces as
if it were a part of German territory. This measure would allow Britain to
seize shipments of conditional contraband headed for these ports and com-
pel the shippers to present evidence that the cargo was not on its way to the
enemy.*

The changing beliefs of British leaders about the type of war they were
fighting caused them to take aim at German food imports. What began as
an opportunistic tactic to intercept supplies to Germany’s armies in August
evolved toward a strategy to starve German civilians as Britain’s military
fortunes declined in autumn 1914. “The War Office,” notes Coogan, “con-
tinued to emphasize the need to break the German armies on the Western
Front. But London, shocked by the casualty lists, turned increasingly to eco-
nomic warfare as a relatively bloodless path to victory.”*
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Despite the repudiation of some of the Declaration of London’s key pro-
visions, however, the British at this time were still not waging an all-out war
on German commerce. The August and October Orders in Council asserted
the Entente’s rights to condemn cargoes bound for the enemy, but these
rights were still largely hypothetical and only occasionally included efforts
to interdict food supplies bound for civilians. “Consequently,” observes
Paul Vincent, “the fleet rarely interfered with neutral trade during the first
three months of the war,” arresting only three neutral vessels, although it
detained many more without officially bringing charges.*” Official historian
of the blockade, A. C. Bell, in a statement that must be considered sympa-
thetic to Britain, summarizes blockade policy at the end of 1914:

The British government were not, at this date, committed to what may
be called unlimited economic warfare; for, in the autumn of 1914, the
economic campaign against the central empires was being waged for the
limited purpose described in the war orders to the fleet. The government
had not enlarged or augmented these objects since the war began, nor
had military or naval advisers urged them to do so. The authorities did
not, therefore, contemplate measures for controlling and stopping all the
enemy’s supplies; indeed, at the time, they did not even contemplate stop-
ping foodstuffs, if they were to be consumed by the civil population of the
central empires.*

Comments made by British officials seemingly affirmed the limited nature
of the blockade. Churchill, for example, the top civilian at the Admiralty,
remarked in the House of Commons as late as February 15, 1915, that al-
though “there are good reasons for believing that the economic pressure
which the Navy exerts is beginning to be felt in Germany. . .. So far . .. we
have not attempted to stop imports of food.”*

This official rhetoric, however, is contradicted by evidence that the Royal
Navy stopped many ships carrying food to German and neutral ports in
the war'’s first few months. As noted earlier, the British stopped grain ship-
ments in August that were supposedly destined for the German Army. Be-
ginning in November, moreover, the navy began seizing neutral vessels in
what Coogan judges to be “part of a deliberate attempt to deny food to the
German civilian population.”*

Institution of the Starvation Blockade, Phase 11

As British leaders realized that the war would be far more costly and
protracted than they had originally believed, they sought ways to continue
to prosecute the war without paying the awful blood price of trench warfare
on the western front. Several members of the cabinet advocated a peripheral
strategy of attacking Germany’s weaker allies, what Lloyd George described
as “bringing Germany down by the process of knocking the props under
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her.”?! Several such operations were mounted, including opening fronts
at Gallipoli, Salonica, in the Middle East, and seizing German colonies in
Africa, but none was decisive.

Another weapon Britain employed was to tighten the naval blockade and
use it to “stop all German trade, imports and exports alike, without refer-
ence to its contraband or noncontraband character,” including food.* This
strategy was formalized in the Order in Council of March 1, 1915, which
declared: “The British and French governments will hold themselves free to
detain and take into port ships carrying goods of presumed enemy destina-
tion, ownership or origin.”*® The German declaration of submarine warfare
on February 4, a result of a series of tit-for-tat escalations since the begin-
ning of the war and Germany’s perception that Britain was already try-
ing to starve German civilians, provided Britain with an excellent pretext
to interdict German food imports in a way that avoided offending neutral
opinion. Indeed, as the costs of the war rose and the prospect of it ending
any time soon plummeted, the deterrent effect of alienating the powerful
United States eroded: as Foreign Secretary Grey’s “confidence in the war’s
quick termination lessened, his determination to preserve American friend-
ship [through restraints on the blockade] similarly weakened.”**

Admiralty officials, however, did not believe that German U-boats posed a
serious threat to British trade: “Losses no doubt will be incurred,” Churchill
warned, “but we believe that no vital injury can be done.” “The submarine
business is annoying but that is all,” opined another government minister.®
Thus it was not the threat to British trade represented by the U-boats that
sparked the order to cut off all German imports and exports. Rather, British
authorities seized on the perceived intention of Germany to sink indiscrimi-
nately all merchant vessels in the North Sea to institute terms that were
not previously acceptable to neutral states, calculating that the heinousness
of the German violation of international law would pave the way. In this
estimation the British were correct: U.S. protests were muted, and the Scan-
dinavian countries confined themselves to a pro forma note of protest. As
David Stevenson summarizes, “In reality submarine warfare was simply
used as a pretext for a policy the British were determined on anyway, in
response to the pressure of their own public opinion and the growing evi-
dence that defeating Germany would be long and costly.”*

The underlying cause of this escalation against Germany’s civilian popu-
lation was the British realization at the end of 1914 and beginning of 1915
that Britain was engaged in a protracted war of attrition in which the coun-
try would need to use every weapon at its disposal to prevail. As leader of
the Conservative opposition in Parliament Andrew Bonar Law put it after
hearing Asquith read the reprisal order on March 1, “in taking that course
the Government will have, not the support of the House of Commons only,
but it will have the support to the end, of the whole of the people of this
country when they determine that no power which is in their hands will be
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left unused to bring at the earliest moment this terrible conflict to an end.”
Maurice Hankey, secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defense, agreed,
writing at the end of 1914: “If our main military effort against German ter-
ritory is unattainable for the present, the principal weapon remaining is
economic pressure, and this, in the writer’s opinion, is the greatest asset we
have in the war.” Asquith himself acknowledged that denying food to Ger-
many might cause “hardship” to the civilian population, but averred “that
under existing conditions there is no form of economic pressure to which
we do not consider ourselves entitled to resort.”*’

Despite a concerted effort to conceal their true intentions after the war,
there is little doubt that British leaders intended to starve the German peo-
ple and hoped that the suffering inflicted would destroy their morale.® In
response to a memorandum by Lord Crewe in June 1915 querying “whether
we should lose anything material by ceasing to prohibit the import of all
foodstuffs into Germany through neutral ports and by falling back, as far as
foodstuffs are concerned, upon the ordinary rules that apply to conditional
contraband,”® the British government frankly admitted its intention to
starve German civilians in an internal memo. “Although we cannot hope to
starve Germany out this year,” Hankey wrote, “the possibility that we may
be able to do so next year cannot be dismissed. . . . In view of this possibility
it would appear to be most inexpedient at the present time to decide even
in principle on a relaxation of our blockade.” Hankey argued that although
neither battlefield reverses nor “economic and food pressure” would prove
decisive on their own, the combination of the two could lead to the collapse
of enemy resistance. Moreover, Hankey argued, “in view of the moderate
degree of success which has attended our military pressure, we cannot af-
ford to forgo any one of these means.”®® United States leaders expressed
similar sentiments when they entered the war two years later: comment-
ing on the U.S. policy of total embargo, a Times correspondent remarked,
“While it is realized here that this complete starving out of Germany will
bring keen suffering to non-combatants, the United States takes the position
that every measure tending to hasten the end of the war will save thou-
sands of American lives and millions of American dollars, and that it would
be folly to permit supplies to reach Germany directly or indirectly, as the
only effect would be to prolong the sufferings of the world.”®! The blockade,
Bell concludes, “originally directed solely against the armed forces of the
enemy . .. had been diverted from them, by pressure of circumstances, and
redirected against the enemy population.”®

The abortive British plan to burn German and Austro-Hungarian grain
crops using incendiary devices dropped from aircraft provides further evi-
dence of British intentions. In a detailed report dated April 1, 1915, Hankey
and two others concluded that one-third of German wheat and rye was
vulnerable to air attack from Britain, France, and Russia, whereas about half
of Austro-Hungarian wheat and 35 percent of the empire’s rye lay within

[95]



Targeting Civilians in War

the range of Allied aircraft.® The report’s authors contemplated using small
incendiary bombs to burn the enemy’s ripe corn.* The scheme appears to
have been vetoed by the French, who feared German retaliation against
their own crops.®

British government officials were by no means unanimous that the star-
vation blockade would succeed, yet they proceeded with it anyway. Some
officials—notably Hankey—were optimistic about the effects of blockade.
Others disagreed: “The process of economic exhaustion alone,” opined
Lloyd George, “will not bring us a triumphant peace as long as Germany
is in possession of these rich allied territories. No country has ever given
in under such pressure, apart from defeat in the field.”* Indeed, the British
could only hope that the cumulative effect of future military victories and
economic deprivation would prove decisive, as there was little evidence in
1915 that the blockade would lead quickly to a German collapse.”” Despite
these uncertain views, British leaders believed they could not afford to ab-
stain from the use of every means at their disposal that might contribute to
subduing Germany.

Alternative Explanations

This section considers alternative explanations for Britain’s institution of
the starvation blockade. I argue that the identity and organization theory ar-
guments do not provide much leverage on this case. British public opinion,
however, strongly favored blockade; the press and opposition politicians
pressured the government to impose more stringent measures on Germany
and neutral trade with Germany. Although the Asquith and Lloyd George
governments did not always respond to this pressure, Britain’s democratic
system reinforced strategic arguments for civilian victimization.

Regime Type. There is little evidence that liberal norms or democratic ac-
countability acted as a restraint on British blockade policy. On the contrary,
the parliamentary opposition and the press routinely pilloried the Asquith
and Lloyd George governments for being too soft on Germany and on the
neutral countries supplying the Germans with foodstuffs.® Public pressure
to interdict enemy food supplies appeared in the first weeks of the war,
according to John Coogan. “Although the campaign of economic warfare
injtiated under the Order in Council of August 20 far exceeded the limits of
international law, it did not satisfy the British public. The press demanded
that a Germany supposedly on the verge of starvation not be permitted to
‘feed herself through Holland,” whatever the law said.”® Some critics actu-
ally charged that the Foreign Office was preventing the British Navy from
doing all that it could.” In December 1916, for example, the City of London
passed a resolution condemning the feeble enforcement of the blockade and
calling on the government to permit the British Navy to tighten the ring
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around Germany.”" One member of Parliament went so far as to say that
“the policy of agreements with neutral countries was exceedingly unpopu-
lar. The attitude of the ordinary Englishman was that he did not like to have
any truck with any kind of arrangement which would directly or indirectly
benefit his enemies.””? Late in the war, British attitudes became downright
vindictive. F. W. Wile, for example, wrote an article for the Weekly Dispatch
in September 1918 in which he commented, “I know that not only are ten
thousands of unborn Germans destined to a life of physical inferiority . ..
but also that thousands of Germans, not even yet conceived, will have to
face the same fate.””

Even after the war ended, many Britons argued that the blockade should
be maintained to punish the Germans for starting the war. A few days after
the armistice, several British newspapers denounced German pleas for food
as “Hun food snivel” and later denounced candidates for Parliament who
displayed “any tenderness for the Hun.””* “In December 1918,” writes Vin-
cent, “few Englishmen were prepared to be receptive to German accounts
of starvation. According to the generally accepted consensus, appeals for
food were likely to be another instance of ‘Hun’ trickery.”” Indeed, article
26 of the armistice continued the blockade, which the Allies used to wring
compliance with its terms from Germany since they “were not prepared
to occupy Germany and dismantle its sovereignty.”” The first shipment of
food relief did not arrive in Germany until late March 1919; the blockade
itself continued until July.

Although the policy of starving Germany won widespread public ap-
proval, and members of Parliament and the public applied substantial pres-
sure to the British government, the evidence on democracy as a cause of
civilian victimization is mixed. British officials, for instance, did not respond
to repeated calls early in the war to declare cotton absolute contraband for
fear of unduly alienating the United States. Later on, despite intense par-
liamentary criticism of the rationing agreements with neutral countries, the
government refused to enact total embargoes that would have pleased its
domestic constituency but also probably would have driven those states
into the enemy camp or triggered their invasion by Germany.

In short, public preferences in Britain were punitive toward “the Hun”
and viewed the blockade as a means to penalize Germany for starting the
war, revenge for the sinking of passenger liners and merchant ships, and a
useful tool for winning the war. And this sentiment undoubtedly influenced
the government: “As the people became more determined to win a total
victory during September,” writes John Coogan, “the British government
became more willing to employ whatever weapons might be necessary to
smash Germany to its knees.” Still, it is unclear just how much urging from
their domestic audience British leaders needed, since cold military logic
pointed in the same direction: “The casualty lists from the western front
were coming to dominate any discussion of maritime rights.””” Government
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leaders viewed the blockade primarily as a tool to help win the war at an
acceptable cost for Britain, and ratcheted up the pressure slowly so as to
avoid driving neutral countries into the arms of Germany.

Identity. The identity argument predicts no civilian victimization in this
case because England and Germany actually shared something of a com-
mon identity through their “similar Nordic or Teutonic stock” and the Ger-
man origins of the British royal family.”® The two countries also shared simi-
lar forms of worship. Yet despite these cultural similarities, Britons soon
adopted a view of Germans as bloodthirsty brutes with no respect for law
or civilization. The development of these opinions, however, followed the
outbreak of the war and the commission of real atrocities. Popular views of
German identity also had little effect on the formation of policy.

Almost from the beginning of the war, German atrocities in Belgium
served as evidence of German barbarism. In late August 1914, a British
magazine printed a drawing entitled “The Triumph of ‘Culture’” depicting
a German soldier standing over the dead bodies of a woman and child in
the midst of a burning Belgian village. ““Vandals,” ‘Huns,” and the image of
the barbarian hordes descending on ‘civilization’ saturated the representa-
tion of the atrocity issue,” write John Horne and Alan Kramer, complete
with “the Kaiser as the ‘modern Attila.”””® The drawings of Dutch cartoonist
Louis Raemaekers, who composed many representations of German atroci-
ties in Belgium, were immensely popular in Britain. Wellington House—
the British War Propaganda Bureau—churned out a diverse array of atroc-
ity propaganda, an effort for which it enlisted several prominent English
academics, such as James Bryce and Arnold Toynbee.® Some went so far
as to argue that because “the Germans appeared to show all the atavistic
characteristics of the original Huns,” that “there might even ‘be force in
the contention of those who believe that the Prussian is not a member of
the Teutonic family at all, but a “throw-back” to some Tartar stock.””®! “The
cumulative effect” of this propaganda campaign, concluded two British au-
thors, “was the creation of a national stereotype of the German as a ‘Beastly
Hun’ capable of the worst crimes imaginable to civilised man and whose
rules of war were barbaric and inhumane.”#

Even if all of this public anger and vilification of the Germans were pre-
dicted by the identity theory, there is little evidence that barbaric images of
Germans preceded the conflict or that these perceptions had much influ-
ence on strategy. British decision-makers did not frequently cite Germany’s
barbaric qualities as a reason for imposing the blockade, nor—as noted
above—did policymakers succumb to public hatred for Germany when
doing so would have compromised the war effort. Moreover, British per-
ceptions of Germany as beyond the pale of civilization crystallized almost
immediately, whereas the decision to impose a starvation blockade on
Germany did not occur until nine months later. British decision-making
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tracks better with leaders’ perceptions of the cost of the war and likelihood
of victory. Demonizing the enemy surely eased the way toward civilian vic-
timization, but was not the primary cause.

Organization Theory. An organizational culture argument for civilian vic-
timization in this case would contend that the Royal Navy had a “blockade
culture,” which aimed from before the war to defeat Germany by means of
economic pressure. The navy had perfected the art of blockade in the Na-
poleonic Wars, and the economic strategy had a strong advocate in Admiral
Sir John “Jacky” Fisher, First Sea Lord from 1904 to 1910. There were at least
two other views on naval strategy within the Admiralty, however. One, es-
poused by Captain Slade of the Naval War College and firmly situated in
the Mahanian tradition, hoped for “the prospect of a single great battle that
would decide the command of the sea . .. [and] only allowed commercial
blockade a secondary role in a possible war.”® Indeed, one could easily
make the case that the British had a “battleship culture” before World War
I rather than a “blockade culture.” After all, it was the great Dreadnought
race with Germany that did so much to increase Anglo-German tensions,
and many naval officers expected to fight a climactic battleship engagement
in the war’s early days. A second school of thought, represented by Fisher’s
successor as First Sea Lord Admiral Arthur K. Wilson, recommended com-
bined operations with “a floating army, making raids on different parts of
the German coasts and so diverting troops from the main theatre of war.”*

The influence of these various strategies ebbed and flowed in the de-
cade before World War I, and the plan that was actually implemented in
1914 did not envision a total blockade of Germany. The economic strategy
dominated under Fisher, and the Committee on Imperial Defense endorsed
this strategy in 1909: “We are of the opinion that a serious situation would
be created in Germany owing to the blockade of her ports, and that the
longer the duration of the war the more serious the situation would be-
come.”® But the fortunes of the economic strategy declined when Admiral
Wilson took over as First Sea Lord in 1910. Wilson favored a close blockade
of Germany’s North Sea Coast supported by amphibious landings by the
army. The advent of the submarine, aircraft, mines, and coastal artillery,
however, had rendered this strategy untenable, and it was scrapped after
Wilson’s departure.

By the time the war orders of 1914 were published, the navy’s strategy
had attained its final form: a “distant blockade” was to be imposed by
placing the Grand Fleet in the North Sea between Norway and Scotland
and the Channel Fleet in the Straits of Dover, thus bottling up the High Seas
Fleet and allowing the British to regulate all merchant shipping. Some
scholars have argued that this disposition of forces meant “the economic
operations that had been tentatively ordered in the 1908 plans had finally
assumed greater importance than the traditional military operations.”®
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Others maintain to the contrary that the “wartime blockade in fact had no
prewar roots,” but rather was “improvised” on the fly in response to ru-
mors of food shortages among German troops and “to satisfy a vague de-
sire to strike some sort of blow.”¥ Those who assign primacy to economic
warfare neglect the Admiralty’s hope that it could provoke the High Seas
Fleet to fight. Rather than tangle with the German ships on their own turf,
however, the British wished to entice the Germans away from the German
coast where the English flotillas could bring their superior numbers to bear.
The economic argument also forgets that the fleet had no orders to inter-
cept contraband when the war began. The evidence thus tends to support
the view that the economic strategy was not predominant before the war
started; rather, the blockade was initially viewed as an instrument to bring
about the destruction of the German Fleet, and economic objectives only
ascended in importance as the war progressed.

As for the parochial organizational interests argument—that naval offi-
cers advocated blockade to promote the interests of the navy—there is some
truth to this in the decade before the war, but not once the war began. The
economist faction within the Admiralty clearly viewed blockade as an al-
ternative to the army’s plan to send an expeditionary force to the continent,
a plan Fisher once dubbed “an act of suicidal idiocy.”® If blockade was the
primary British strategy, it would obviously necessitate devoting the lion’s
share of budgetary resources to the navy rather than the army. The Admi-
ralty managed to obtain governmental support for a limited blockade in
the decade before the war, but could not prevent the continental commit-
ment. The fact remains, however, that the navy received huge resources to
build Dreadnoughts to sink German battleships, not destroyers or cruisers
to enforce a blockade: increases in the naval estimates were driven by in-
vestments in big-gun ships to maintain a sufficient edge over Germany’s
capital ships.* Finally, membership in the navy did not determine sup-
port or opposition to blockade once hostilities commenced: although one
of the principal advocates of starvation blockade was Maurice Hankey, a
marine officer, many of Britain’s leading civilian politicians similarly sup-
ported blockade. Most importantly, however, the professional naval officers
at the Admiralty unanimously opposed the initial suggestion to embargo
conditional contraband in August 1914 because it violated the Declaration
of London and such cargoes would never be condemned by British Prize
Courts.”

THE British blockade of Germany aimed to break the morale of the Ger-
man civilian population through their stomachs: the Allied blockade cut
off imports of food to the Central Powers starting in March 1915. British
leaders decided to target enemy civilians, I argue, as they came to perceive
that the costs and duration of the war would be far greater than they had
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originally believed, and because they thought that denying food to non-
combatants might help win the war. Democratic politics in Britain pro-
vided a further impetus for civilian victimization as the public, the press,
and the opposition each called for harsher policies, forcing the govern-
ment to walk a precarious tightrope between pressuring the enemy and
alienating potential allies.

GERMANY’S GAMBLE WITH UNRESTRICTED SUBMARINE WARFARE

Germany’s leaders in World War I viewed Great Britain as their most
dangerous foe, yet also the most vulnerable one. The Germans never quite
accepted that Britain was truly committed to the war, and thus hoped that
the British could be coerced to withdraw by blows to their civilian morale.
When the Second Reich suffered battlefield reverses in autumn 1914 and
again in 1916, therefore, it was against Britain that Germany struck with
attempts to victimize civilians from the air and by sea. Unfortunately for
the Germans, they lacked the capabilities to subdue England by aerial bom-
bardment or starve it with U-boats: German aerial attacks killed a total of
1,336 Britons during the entire war, whereas the U-boat blockade failed to
kill any civilians in Britain itself, although sinkings of merchant ships and
passenger liners drowned twelve thousand British sailors and fewer than
two thousand civilians.” As I will show below, however, German bombing
intended to terrorize the civilian population and break its morale, and the
blockade hoped to cut off Britain’s food supply, “lead to the premature star-
vation . . . and therefore to the overthrow of the enemy coalition.”**

The Failure of the Schlieffen Plan

In autumn 1914, as the leaves fell from the trees, rather than returning to
victory parades in Berlin, the German Army retreated from the outskirts of
Paris, failed to outflank the French and British forces, and was finally forced
to dig in for a protracted war of attrition it had not expected.” This turn of
events “filled [Chief of the General Staff Erich von] Falkenhayn with a deep
pessimism” and convinced both he and Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg that
Germany could not hope to prevail if the enemy coalition remained uni-
fied.* The 1915 U-boat campaign—as well as the use of zeppelins to bomb
Britain—was spurred in large part by the failure of the Schlieffen Plan to
deliver a quick and decisive victory.”

Asaresult of Germany’s failures in the field, German military officers soon
began to advocate escalation against civilians in two forms: unrestricted
submarine warfare against British shipping, and zeppelin air raids against
British cities. German naval memoranda in December 1914, for example, ar-
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gued strongly that “we dare not leave untried any means of forcing England
to her knees, and successful air attacks on London, considering the well-
known nervousness of the public, will be a valuable measure.”*® The mili-
tary men, however, had trouble obtaining the kaiser’s consent: “The Kaiser,
so often represented as the blood-thirsty advocate of Schrecklichkeit, was in
fact the chief obstacle to the air war on England.” Wilhelm at first refused to
sanction aerial attacks on London, the home of his royal cousins, and zeppe-
lin raids in the first few months of 1915 were confined to the eastern coastal
areas of Britain. Only in May did the kaiser approve attacks on London
east of the Tower, and all remaining restrictions were finally lifted in July.
In general, the zeppelins aimed to hit targets of military value and did not
purposefully target residential areas. The primitive nature of the bombing,
however, and the fact that it took place at night, severely curtailed accuracy
in practice, resulting in harm to civilians. In September, Falkenhayn “cau-
tioned the Imperial Navy ... to try to avoid excessive civilian damage in
London, perhaps by limiting bombing to the area of the docks, for fear that
the French and British raids might be turned into more severe reprisals.”*”
The personal qualms of the kaiser, therefore, and fear of Allied reprisal at-
tacks, both worked to limit the harshness of German aerial attacks.

Similar limits were placed on the U-boat campaign that commenced in
February 1915. In the first three months of the 1915 campaign, for example,
94 of the 116 merchant vessels destroyed were sunk according to prize regu-
lations, that is, the submarine surfaced and allowed the merchant crew to
abandon the ship before sinking it.”® In the face of mounting American anger
in the wake of the torpedoing of the liners Lusitania and Arabic, however,
the German government first announced that neutral merchant vessels and
large enemy or neutral passenger ships would be exempt from submarine
attack, and then eventually cancelled the entire offensive.” The reason was
that Germany’s key decision-makers, wary of alienating the United States,
felt that—as Falkenhayn put it—the “submarine campaign, with its rela-
tively small actual results, was not worth this price.”®

By 1916, however Falkenhayn had changed his mind about submarine
warfare and viewed it as essential to his one-two punch against France and
Britain.!”! Falkenhayn'’s increasingly pessimistic view of Germany’s chances
drove his embrace of the U-boats. As Falkenhayn put it in his December
1915 memo to the kaiser, “Our enemies, thanks to their superiority in men
and material, are increasing their resources much more than we are. If that
process continues a moment must come when the balance of numbers itself
will deprive Germany of all remaining hope.”'®> “Falkenhayn,” according
to H. E. Goemans, “was convinced Germany would have its last chance
at victory in 1916,” and must use all of the weapons at its disposal.’®® Top
naval officers lined up in support of Falkenhayn, but Bethmann and the
kaiser remained skeptical. The chancellor, for example, argued that Ger-

Y

many’s “military situation was not so bad that we had to make such a des-
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perate move.”'™ Kaiser Wilhelm agreed: “The present military situation is
not such as to force us to stake everything on one throw of the dice”; thus
“the time had not yet come to risk the armed intervention of America.”'®
The kaiser ordered the resumption of a limited submarine offensive that
permitted German U-boats to sink without warning only enemy ships in
the war zone. Again, as in 1915, when friction developed with the United
States over the sinking of a civilian ship (the French steamer Sussex), Ger-
many retreated and returned to cruiser warfare, which precipitated an end
to the campaign. “The unrestricted submarine campaign,” remarks Holger
Herwig, “had been blunted primarily by United States reaction to the in-
discriminate sinking of passenger liners rather than to British antidotes,”
which were still largely ineffective at sinking German U-boats.'%

The Four Hammer Blows Induce German Pessimism

With the Verdun offensive in tatters by spring 1916, calls for Falkenhayn’s
head were not long in coming. By early July, when the British unleashed
their attack on the Somme, Verdun had cost the Germans 250,000 casual-
ties.!” A month earlier, the Russians had opened their great summer offen-
sive by ripping through Austro-Hungarian forces and penetrating deep into
Hungary. To contain this advance the German High Command committed
much of its strategic reserve, which was badly needed in the West. To cap it
all off, Romania entered the war on the side of the Entente. Bethmann—who
had tolerated Falkenhayn while the general opposed unrestricted subma-
rine warfare but began intriguing against him when Falkenhayn changed
sides in late 1915—was convinced by this string of catastrophes that the
chief of staff had to go."” Germany’s fading fortunes also persuaded the
chancellor that the country should seek a negotiated settlement to the war
at the earliest possible opportunity.

The Romanian declaration of war was the last straw. The kaiser—who
was close to Falkenhayn and distrusted his likely successors Generals
Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff—had no choice but to make a
change, dismissing Falkenhayn on August 28. Hindenburg became chief of
the General Staff with Ludendorff as his First Quartermaster General.

Immediately thereafter the top military and political leaders assembled
for a conference on strategy at Imperial headquarters in the town of Pless.
Predictably, Admiral Holtzendorff, head of the Admiralstab, pleaded for
unrestricted submarine warfare: “Motivated by the dilemma in which Ger-
many found herself by the August of 1916,” Holtzendorff argued that a
“country in danger must make every exertion possible, and that unrestricted
U-boat warfare was on that account inevitable and had better commence at
once. Finis Germaniae . . . consists not in the use, but in the withholding of a
weapon which cripples England’s ability to support her allies and continue
the war.”'%®
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Holtzendorff’s argument failed to persuade Hindenburg and Ludendorff
who—although favorably inclined toward unrestricted submarine warfare
in general—did not believe that the time had come to use the last weapon in
Germany’s arsenal. With Romania still to deal with, Germany’s manpower
reserves were nearly exhausted. The duo, therefore, took seriously the ar-
gument that unlimited U-boat warfare would prompt the Netherlands and
Denmark to declare war on Germany:

Only with extreme regret could we refuse to pronounce in favour of unre-
stricted submarine warfare on the ground that, in the opinion of the Impe-
rial Chancellor, it might possibly lead to war with Denmark and Holland.
We had not a man to spare to protect ourselves against these States, and even
if their armies were unaccustomed to war, they were in a position to invade
Germany, and give us our death-blow. We should have been defeated before
the effects, promised by the Navy, of an unrestricted U-boat campaign could
have made themselves felt."?

The conferees, therefore, decided to postpone a final decision on U-boats
until the defeat of Romania, but “the question is no longer whether the
[U-boat] campaign should, or should not, be pursued without restraint, but
only what will be the best moment for removing every restriction.”" Cru-
cially, while stressing the danger of alienating America and the other neu-
trals, Bethmann conceded a critical part of his authority by agreeing that
the unrestricted underwater campaign—a highly political decision—should
commence when the High Command felt the military conditions were
right.

Shortly after the conclusion of this conference, Hindenburg and Luden-
dorff visited the Western front to gain a firsthand appreciation for the prob-
lems that had bedeviled their predecessor. At Cambrai on September 7,
“the Army Group and Army commanders had painted a frightening
picture of warfare in the west; of the crushing Allied material superiority
in what the Germans came to call ‘die Materialschlacht’ (the battle of ma-
tériel), and the ‘fearful wastage’ of the German forces on the Somme and
at Verdun.”"? Deeply impressed by these conditions, the duo decided to
assume a defensive posture in the West. The new commanders ordered
construction to begin on a new line of fortifications, what would soon be
known in Germany as the Siegfried Line and to the Allies as the Hinden-
burg Line. This formidable barrier of concrete and steel bunkers, when
completed, stretched for seventy miles in three parallel lines. In February
1917, the German Army left its positions and withdrew to the Hinden-
burg Line.

Although Germany waged cruiser warfare with submarines in the fall of
1916, it was clear to all that this was an interim measure. Indeed, as early
as September 10, Ludendorff assured Captain von Bulow of the Naval Staff
that he favored the institution of unrestricted submarine warfare as soon
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as the military situation cleared up."® Two months later, Admiral Scheer
visited Hindenburg and Ludendorff at Pless, and found them in agreement
that a campaign of unlimited submarine warfare should begin by Febru-
ary 1, 1917, at the latest." Then, in early December, Bucharest fell to Gen-
eral von Mackensen’s forces, thereby removing the final impediment to U-
boat warfare. Later in the month, the French counterattacked at Verdun,
capturing eleven thousand German prisoners and retaking nearly all of the
ground surrendered earlier in the battle. This event made an impression
on Ludendorff, who wrote to the chancellor that “what had occurred on
the western front had persuaded him that unrestricted submarine war-
fare must begin in January . . . the whole matter was reduced to the simple
proposition: that the empire was hard pressed, and must make every exer-
tion in the coming year.”"?

In sum, Germany’s top political and military leaders perceived their coun-
try’s predicament at the end of 1916 to be grim. The fighting that year had
gone against them on all fronts, and though they had managed to staunch
the bleeding at Verdun, the Somme, in eastern Galicia, and in Romania,
there was little prospect for improvement in the immediate future. The Al-
lies heavily outnumbered German troops in the West, 3.9 million to 2.5 mil-
lion."¢ As Roger Chickering puts it,

The two sides seemed condemned to an extended ordeal of attrition—a pro-
longed, massive investment of men and matériel with negligible strategic
returns. While this prognosis pleased the generals nowhere, it was partic-
ularly disquieting to the Germans, for it meant that they were eventually
going to lose the war. The Germans faced a coalition that could, as the Battle
of the Somme had already demonstrated, outproduce them in every area
that was relevant to combat in this mode—whether munitions, machinery,
food, or men.'”

It had taken two long years, but by late 1916 “most German leaders, includ-
ing Hindenburg and Ludendorff, had reluctantly concluded that Germany
was fighting a war of attrition, as Falkenhayn had been insisting for two
years.” 11

The Decision for Unrestricted U-Boat Warfare

Pressure on the Chancellor. As the war progressed, German lawmakers in
the Reichstag increasingly criticized Bethmann-Hollweg for opposing un-
restricted submarine warfare. In the spring of 1916, for example, both the
Conservatives and National Liberals sponsored resolutions in the Reichstag
backing unfettered use of submarines, but the chancellor was able to divert
them to the secret proceedings of the Budget Committee. By the fall, how-
ever, a majority of the Reichstag clearly approved of setting the U-boats
free. On October 7, deputies passed a resolution suggested by the Center
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Party which, while “stressing the chancellor’s responsibility” for the final
decision to wage unrestricted U-boat warfare, argued that the views of the
High Command ““have to be nearly decisive. . .. If Hindenburg resolves
upon ruthless submarine warfare . . . no chancellor can take a different posi-
tion.””""? Described by Gordon Craig as “an act of collective irresponsibility
in a matter affecting the very heart of the constitution, the principle of civil-
ian dominance over the military,” the measure passed and effectively tied
the chancellor’s hands.'®

Bethmann’s only escape from the increasing pressures to escalate the
war by declaring unrestricted submarine warfare was to secure an ar-
mistice. As Konrad Jarausch puts it, “This naval challenge signaled the
beginning of a race between peace and the expansion of war.”*?' To this
end, Bethmann announced in the Reichstag on December 12 Germany’s
willingness to open negotiations with Entente representatives in a neutral
country.'? American president Woodrow Wilson—having secured reelec-
tion—then sent a peace note in which he invited the warring parties to state
their war aims as a preliminary step toward negotiations. The whole effort
came to naught, however, as the Allies resoundingly rejected Bethmann’s
olive branch and “condemned Germany as an immoral aggressor seeking
to justify her crimes and impose her own form of peace on the civilized
world.”'? With that, the door slammed shut on any hopes of a negotiated
peace in 1917.

Holtzendorff’s Memorandum. Against this depressing military and dip-
lomatic background, chief of the Admiralstab Holtzendorff circulated
another memorandum on unrestricted submarine warfare dated Decem-
ber 22. In this famous memo, Holtzendorff argued that Britain could be
brought to the brink of ruin in six months. The genesis of this memo lay in
a series of studies performed by members of Department B1 of the Admi-
ralty Staff beginning in early 1915. From the beginning, Hermann Levy—in
peacetime a professor of economics at Heidelberg and the leading figure in
this inquiry—focused on the effects of cutting off Britain’s ability to import
wheat.” He found that Britain maintained a low level of grain on hand
relative to the amount imported. Unlike most countries, which stockpiled
grain that lasted most of the year, Britain “relied on an ‘“uninterrupted
stream’ of grain, and did not hold much of it in storage. At their high-
est, stocks rose to seventeen weeks’ supply; at their lowest, they would
last only six and a half weeks.”'* “Here was a target,” notes Avner Offer,
“small enough for the submarines to destroy, and yet critical for Britain’s
survival,” which would allow Germany’s U-boats “to deliver a decisive
blow with limited means.”'? Levy argued that if imports could be shut off
when domestic stocks were already depleted, wheat prices would rise to
such astronomical levels that a panic would ensue and London would be
unable to continue the war effort.'”
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Department B1’s study of economic warfare against Britain culminated in
Holtzendorff’s memorandum.'”® Holtzendorff argued that the poor world-
wide grain harvest in 1916 presented Germany with a unique opportunity.
Britain normally imported most of its wheat from the United States and
Canada, but it appeared that neither country would have any excess wheat
for export after domestic consumption.'” The meager harvest meant that
the British would have to look to more distant suppliers, such as Argentina,
India, and Australia. The increased distances, in turn, meant that the same
tonnage of shipping could carry only half the amount of grain as it could
carry from North America, thus utilizing a greater proportion of the mer-
chant fleet and making it more vulnerable to interdiction.

Holtzendorff calculated that Britain had roughly 10.75 million tons
of shipping available to carry its trade—6.75 million tons owned by the
British, 9oo,000 tons of captured Central Powers shipping, and 3 million
tons flying neutral flags.'® Submarines operating according to the prize
rules in the last three months of 1916 had been able to sink about 300,000
tons per month.”® Holtzendorff and his staff estimated that the U-boats
could double this monthly average if allowed to sink ships without warn-
ing. Moreover, the fear of being sent to the bottom would scare off, accord-
ing to Holtzendorff, about 40 percent of neutral ships trading with Britain.
Over the course of five months, the losses incurred by this campaign—j.2
million tons—would amount to 39 percent of Britain’s combined merchant
tonnage. Holtzendorff and his economic team believed that this loss would
prove decisive: “England would not be able to put up with such a loss,
whether considered with regard to its effects upon the situation which
would develop after the war or with regard to the possibility of continuing
further with the war at the present time.”"** “The rise in prices, and then
the actual shortages of bread,” argues Offer, “would create such panic and
outcry that Britain would not be able to continue the war.”'*

Although the blockade ended up having little effect on civilian food sup-
plies in England, there is no doubt that German policy intended to starve
the British population. In 1915, German naval officers were disappointed
that with the means at their disposal they were “not in a position to cut
off England’s imports to a degree that the country will suffer hunger.” In
1916, Holtzendorff’s memorandum “stressed that the unrestricted subma-
rine campaign was to be directed, not merely, or even primarily, at ships
carrying munitions, but against all imports necessary to life in the British
Isles.”’* The blockade Germany meant to impose was total: just as the
British stopped all trade with Germany, so the Germans sought to sink all
ships doing business with Britain.

The flaws in the Admiralstab’s reasoning were large and numerous.
For starters, the memo assumed that the British would not adapt to the
submarine campaign by building more ships, allocating more tonnage to
carrying trade, or adopting a convoy system. Furthermore, wheat occupied
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only a small fraction of total British merchant tonnage, so the weight of
ships sunk was not the proper measure by which to evaluate the success
of the campaign.'® The correct metric was the amount of wheat destroyed
or the supply of grain on hand in England. These measures demonstrate
the true failure of the campaign: wheat losses per month averaged about
6 percent, and the country’s stockpile actually increased over the crucial first
several months of the campaign—when shipping losses, by contrast, were
at the highest—from five and a half weeks’ supply to fourteen weeks.'* Fi-
nally, the assertion that Britain would collapse in six months had no actual
basis in fact or logical argument.

The Pless Conference. Unrestricted submarine warfare as the last hope for
victory now possessed unstoppable momentum, however, and the defeat
of Romania in December and the rejection of Germany’s peace feelers re-
moved the final obstacles. On January 8, 1917, Hindenburg, Ludendorff,
and Holtzendorff, in an audience with the kaiser, demanded the initiation
of a U-boat campaign or the termination of the chancellor, and this time
Wilhelm gave way. Not even Bethmann—the staunchest opponent of the
submarine clique—resisted when presented with this fait accompli when he
arrived at the conference the next day, stating meekly that “if the military
authorities consider the U-boat war essential, I am not in a position to con-
tradict them.”” The campaign was set to begin on February 1.

The Reasons Why. The testimony of German decision-makers is unani-
mous in arguing that Germany’s grim prospects in the war plus the belief
that unrestricted submarine warfare offered a chance to avoid defeat were
the main factors in determining whether to target Britain’s food supply.'*®
Ludendorff, for example, argued that because of the Entente’s superiority in
every category, “If the war lasted our defeat seemed inevitable.” Unrestricted
submarine warfare, therefore, “was now the only means left to secure a vic-
torious end to the war within a reasonable time. If submarine warfare in this
form could have a decisive effect—and the Navy held that it could—then in
the existing situation it was our plain military duty to the German nation to
embark on it.”'* Admiral Scheer expressed similar sentiments in his mem-
oirs: “But if we did not succeed in overcoming England’s will to destroy us
then the war of exhaustion must end in Germany’s certain defeat. There was
no prospect of avoiding such a conclusion by the war on land. . . . In such a
situation it was not permissible to sit with folded hands and leave the fate of the
German Empire to be decided by chance circumstances.”** Germany’s note to the
American government, delivered the day before the campaign began, put
the matter succinctly: “Every day by which the war is shortened preserves
on both sides the lives of thousands of brave fighters, and is a blessing to
tortured mankind. The Imperial Government would not be able to answer
before its own conscience, before the German people, and before history, if
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it left any means whatever untried to hasten the end of the war.”**! In short,
as naval historian V. E. Tarrant concludes, “The demands of the military and
naval leaders, the Kaiser’s acquiescence and the Chancellor’s abdication of
authority had a common denominator—realistically there was no alterna-
tive but to make the ultimate decision with regard to the strategic use of the
U-boats, because Germany’s situation was desperate.”'*2

Alternative Explanations

Regime Type. The coding of Germany’s regime type has been the center of
some controversy in the context of the democratic peace (DP) debate. Sup-
porters of DP argue that the kaiser’s autonomy from the Bundestag in foreign
policy, and the lack of civilian control over the military, rendered Germany
a nondemocracy.'® The Polity dataset, which focuses on the openness of do-
mestic political institutions, also codes Imperial Germany as an autocracy.
Critics, by contrast, contend that when compared to countries thought to be
democratic at the time, such as France and Britain, the similarities far out-
weigh the differences, and Germany certainly was—and was perceived to
be—a much more advanced constitutional state than other countries some-
times mentioned as liberal at the time, like Chile or Colombia.'**

Wherever the truth lies in this debate (I have followed the practice of most
large-N studies and coded Germany as a nondemocracy), public opinion—
contrary to what one would expect in an autocratic state—exerted a serious
influence over German policymakers. The German public from the early
days of the war clamored for retribution against Britain. This vengeful sen-
timent is well-captured by public reaction to an interview given by Admiral
Alfred von Tirpitz to an American reporter in February 1915. Asked whether
Germany was considering imposing a blockade on Great Britain, Tirpitz re-
plied, “Why not if we are driven to extremities? England is endeavouring
to starve us; we can do the same, cut off England and sink every vessel that
attempts to break the blockade.”'* The Tirpitz interview caused a public
sensation in Germany, coming at a time when the chance for a quick victory
had disappeared and the public was receptive to any weapon that promised
to shorten the war and end it in Germany’s favor. According to Gordon
Craig,

Tirpitz divined that the thought of a wonder weapon would excite public
opinion to the point where it would demand enough submarines to defeat
Britain, and, by and large, he was right. From the very beginning of the war,
the great mass of the public accepted the idea of unrestricted submarine
warfare (that is, the sinking of ships without warning) with an uncritical
enthusiasm and had no sympathy with the argument that resort to this
kind of war would be an affront to humanity and would alienate neutral
opinion. '
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Germany’s civilian leadership, however, like their British counterparts,
did not simply bow before public sentiments and immediately implement
a policy that would (in their opinion) harm Germany’s cause. The kaiser’s
personal predilections in the case of aerial bombardment of London, and
the threat of American intervention on the side of the Entente in the case of
unrestricted submarine warfare, caused delays in each of these campaigns.
In the U-boat case, the government held out for two years against mounting
public agitation and political intrigue, demonstrated by the words of Count
Hertling, the minister-president of Bavaria, in a letter from August 1916:

The government has no idea of the wild passions with which the opponents
of the Chancellor are working. They have just one central idea: England is the
enemy, England must be destroyed and this can be achieved in a few months,
if only the navy is given a free hand to launch unrestricted submarine war-
fare. But the government refuses to budge, the Kaiser continues his love affair
with England . . . and the Chancellor is too weak to oppose him.'¥”

The German nondemocratic decision-making process, in fact, looks re-
markably similar to the British democratic one. Critics might respond that
as the war progressed Germany increasingly came to resemble a military
dictatorship, and the important decisions were made by generals, not
statesmen. The generals undeniably exerted greater influence over Ger-
man policy as time passed. One cannot argue, however, that Hindenburg
and Ludendorff seized the reins of power from Germany’s civilian leaders
and forced them to order unrestricted submarine warfare. Such a view ig-
nores the nearly unanimous support that the submarine strategy enjoyed in
German society. In fact, it was the Reichstag that tied Bethmann’s hands in
October 1916 by resolving that U-boat warfare should begin when the High
Command deemed the time to be right. Unrestricted submarine warfare, ar-
gues one author, “may well rank as the most popular military campaign of
the entire war.”'*® Bethmann began to have second thoughts, “and he could
not help feeling that a policy that was backed by all of the military leaders,
the Emperor, the Reichstag majority, and most politically active Germans
might, after all, be sounder than he had believed.”'* “Resolutely opposed
only by the Socialists,” concludes Jarausch, “the unleashing of the U-boats
was therefore Bethmann’s most democratic decision.”**

Identity. Contrary to the expectations of the identity hypothesis, in the
weeks and months following the outbreak of war, Britain became public
enemy number one in Germany. “Like all the belligerents,” comments a his-
torian of German propaganda in World War I, “Germany in the months fol-
lowing the outbreak of war was gripped by a jingoistic wave of hysteria that
sought release through an intense hatred of the enemy.” Like the Entente,
German propaganda emphasized supposed enemy atrocities to foster the
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view that the adversary was barbaric, most commonly the story of Belgian
women gouging out the eyes of wounded German soldiers. According to
one Englishwoman in Germany at the start of the war, “The Allies loomed
in most people’s eyes as horrible, blood-soaked, sadistic savages. In fact
very much the same sort of savages that were being created in English and
French minds, and labelled [sic] Boches and Huns.”'>

Britain’s decision to enter the war against Germany, however, provoked
widespread outrage and caused the English to emerge as the most hated
of Germany'’s foes, a striking reversal from prewar attitudes, which were
harsher toward France and especially Russia. In a November 1914 inter-
view, for example, Hindenburg spoke highly of the fighting qualities of
the Russians and the French, but viewed “the English as the most hated
enemy.” Similarly, a traditionally francophobic German newspaper noted
in January 1915: “The English have become the most hated of all our en-
emies. . . . Germany will ultimately come to terms with France [and] with
Russia, again, but never with England.”'® That the German public felt the
same way is demonstrated by the speed with which the phrase “Gott strafe
England”—God punish England—became ubiquitous, being printed on all
manner of articles and used as a greeting among children and in telephone
conversations. Moreover, the villain of Ernst Lissauer’s “Hymn of Hatred,”
a popular war song, was not France or Russia, but England.

Given the sense of betrayal Britain’s declaration of war provoked—as
well as the excuse it provided to deflect blame for the causes of the war
away from Germany—the venom directed at England is understandable,
but it does not provide support for the identity argument. Although Ger-
mans expressed hatred and loathing for the British, and viewed them as
foul betrayers, they did not generally depict their cross-channel neighbors
as barbarous brutes exempt from the protection of the rules of civilization.
Moreover, as noted above, the two countries shared similar ethnic origins as
well as royal ties. Indeed, some German commentators predicted before the
war that Britain would intervene in favor of their “’Germanic’ cousins.”™
By contrast, the “case against an inferior and barbarous Russia was even
easier to make” than one against England, particularly given the low regard
with which Russia was held before the war and the proximity and magni-
tude of the Russian threat.”™ Yet Germans reserved their most withering
hatred for Britain. In short, the Germans directed their hatred at the wrong
enemy as far as the barbaric identity hypothesis is concerned.

Organization Theory. Organizational arguments do a poor job of explain-
ing the German case. Despite the central importance that submarines played
in warfare at sea in the First World War, their role was almost entirely a
product of wartime circumstances rather than prewar planning. In fact,
German naval plans for war against Great Britain envisioned no indepen-
dent role for U-boats and had hardly even considered the possibility of a
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submarine offensive on English commerce. Typical of Admiralstab thinking
on the subject is a December 1912 paper, which established three targets for
German U-boats: the main body of the British fleet, British bases, and the
ships carrying the BEF to the continent.’ The only study on the interdiction
of British seaborne trade with submarines is a May 1914 report by Ulrich-
Eberhard Blum, an officer in the Submarine Inspectorate. Blum estimated
that Germany would need 222 U-boats to establish a blockade of the British
Isles.”*® By contrast, in August 1914 the German Navy disposed of a total of
30 submarines capable of operating against Great Britain.'>”

Parochial organizational interests, by contrast, explain the navy’s sud-
den conversion to the submarine in fall 1914 but cannot account for state
policy. Almost to a man, German naval officers believed that the English
Grand Fleet would storm into German coastal waters seeking battle. In-
stead, Britain’s battleships remained in port at Scapa Flow while its cruis-
ers imposed a distant blockade at the exits to the North Sea. Chief of the
High Seas Fleet Admiral von Ingenohl, deprived of a chance to tangle with
the Royal Navy in friendly waters, ordered his forces to implement the
naval equivalent of guerrilla warfare, but in reality the Germans could not
force the British to fight. The High Seas Fleet was bottled up and the ad-
mirals knew it.

Suggestions to use Germany’s U-boats against British shipping began to
percolate within the Admiralstab beginning in October, but the first official
recommendation came from chief of the Navy Staff, Admiral Hugo von Pohl,
in a memo sent to the kaiser the day after the British declared the North Sea to
be a war zone. Considering that before the war broke out the navy possessed
no plans at all to use U-boats for commerce warfare, as well as the presence
of fewer than thirty submarines in the entire fleet, this was a surprising rec-
ommendation. Simple frustration at not being able to have any impact on the
course of the war goes a long way toward explaining this sudden change of
heart. The navy as an organization would look impotent if, after having built
dozens of warships, they sat rusting in port while the army fought and bled
on land. The navy’s desire as an organization, therefore, to contribute to the
war effort helps to explain the new fondness for submarines.

The navy’s newfound faith in commerce warfare notwithstanding, civil-
ian control of the military in Germany turned out to be quite robust. Kaiser
Wilhelm and his chancellor repeatedly rebuffed the navy’s arguments for
unrestricted submarine warfare on the grounds that the risks such a strat-
egy entailed were not worth the rewards. Only when Germany’s military
position soured considerably in 1916 did Germany’s civilian leaders be-
come desperate enough to gamble on the unlimited use of U-boats against
British commerce.

Ultimately, unrestricted submarine warfare failed to knock out the British,
brought the Americans into the war, and helped seal Germany’s doom. But
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this undesirable outcome does not mean that the decision was irrational
at the time. True, Holtzendorff’s estimates and calculations were flawed,
and German leaders failed to appreciate likely British countermeasures
and the impact of America’s contribution to the Allied war effort. Even so,
the U-boats actually sank nearly 2 million tons of merchant shipping in the
first three months of operations—an average of 648,000 tons per month—a
figure that exceeded the level envisioned by Holtzendorff."*® Moreover, al-
though the actual danger to British wheat supplies on reflection was slight,
the massive shipping losses frightened British officials at the time.

The fact was that by the end of August 1916, Germany’s situation looked
untenable. Besieged on all fronts, outnumbered by a wide margin, inferior
in materiel, and plagued by a hungry population and an ally tottering on
the brink of collapse, Germany’s defeat was certain without some sort of
miracle. Ironically, had the submarine decision been postponed but a few
months, Russia’s collapse might have made a German victory—or at least
a favorable negotiated settlement—possible in the West. Unfortunately, the
Russian Revolution was not foreseeable in 1916; in fact, the Russians had
just finished giving Austria and Germany a vicious beating on the Eastern
front. It was at least as likely that the Austro-Hungarian Empire would be
rent asunder by national revolutions as Russia would fall victim to a class-
based revolution. These historical counterfactuals notwithstanding, Ger-
man leaders simply felt they could not stand idly by while their country
went down to defeat.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has demonstrated that as British and German policymak-
ers’ perceptions of the costs and length of the Great War rose, and their
belief in victory diminished, they adopted coercive strategies that targeted
civilians. The means employed were primarily naval—surface ships on the
British side and submarines for the Germans—and the goal was to deprive
the enemy population of food. Germany also employed its advantage in
airpower to bomb British cities when the battlefield situation turned against
them, first with zeppelins in 1914-15, and with zeppelins and Gotha bomber
aircraft in 1916-17. Britain took longer to develop a bombing capability,
but had the conflict continued beyond 1918 the newly formed Indepen-
dent Force would likely have taken the war to German cities.'® The British
blockade turned out to be far more effective than the German one in terms
of its impact on the civilian population. The British were able to drastically
lower the availability of grains, meats, and fats, which adversely affected
the health of millions of Germans. The U-boat blockade, by contrast, never
seriously threatened Britain’s food supply even though millions of tons of
shipping were sunk. Nevertheless, the intent was the same: to reduce the
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import of foodstuffs, thereby inducing hunger in the civilian population,
which would demand that its government quit the war.

These case studies reveal two other interesting points. First, Britain
and Germany each feared triggering the intervention of a powerful third
party—the United States—if they implemented a strategy of civilian victim-
ization more than they worried about retaliation by their opponent. The key
restraint on British blockade policy was the possible reaction of the United
States if Britain too severely curtailed American trade with Germany. Note
that the U.S. objection was not a moral one about the ethics of starving civil-
ians; rather it was concerned with protecting the access of American busi-
nesses to foreign markets. The critical civilian leaders in Germany—Kaiser
Wilhelm and Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg—also continually cited the
possibility of U.S. entry into the war as a reason against unrestricted subma-
rine warfare. These fears regarding the reactions of a third party show a dif-
ferent, less direct way that deterrence can affect choices to target civilians.

Second, public opinion in democratic Britain and autocratic Germany
was rabidly problockade, and decision-makers in both countries felt tre-
mendous pressure from the media, the legislature, and the public generally
to impose a starvation blockade on the enemy. In neither country, however,
did this pressure automatically translate into policy, as leaders sought to
balance the positive effects of increased coercive leverage on the enemy
against the negative effects of possible third-party intervention. Moreover,
the decision-making process for unlimited submarine warfare in Germany
cuts against the image of the Second Reich as a military dictatorship, as
civilian leaders repeatedly overruled military preferences. By late 1916,
support for U-boat warfare was virtually unanimous, and—in truly demo-
cratic fashion—the policy was implemented. In fact, once one examines the
nuances of the decision-making process, Germany appears to have been
more restrained than Britain in terms of choosing civilian victimization as
a strategy.
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The Firebombing of Japan and the Blitz

This chapter discusses in detail two cases of civilian victimization via
aerial bombardment in World War II: the United States versus Japan (1944—
45) and Germany versus Great Britain (1940—41). In each case, a state—a
democracy in the former and a dictatorship in the latter—faced a costly
seaborne invasion of its enemy’s homeland and reacted in similar ways: by
shifting the potential costs to enemy civilians. Against Japan, American of-
ficials understood from the start that the war would be a protracted affair.
The bloody nature of the fighting in the Pacific then convinced top Ameri-
can political and military officials that an invasion of the Japanese home
islands would probably be necessary to subdue Japan, and that this inva-
sion was likely to entail high American casualties. Moreover, the extraordi-
nary weather conditions over Japan largely frustrated American attempts
to bomb industrial targets with high explosives. The belief that destroying
Japan’s major cities by fire would shorten the war and save American lives
was ubiquitous among those responsible for the decision.

By contrast, Germany expected a quick and decisive victory when it in-
vaded France and the Low Countries in May 1940. Indeed, the German
blitzkrieg crushed the combined forces of Britain, France, Belgium, and the
Netherlands in six weeks, resulting in the conquest and occupation of the
latter three countries and the ejection of British troops from the continent.
Britain, however, did not capitulate, forcing Hitler to consider an invasion.
Such an attack could not proceed until the Luftwaffe destroyed the British
fighter force. When this proved impossible, Hitler and his air commanders—
in a last-gasp effort to persuade Winston Churchill’s government to come to
terms—sent their bombers against British urban industrial areas an indis-
criminate night bombing offensive known as “The Blitz” that killed tens of
thousands of Britons.
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THE FIREBOMBING OF JAPAN

On the night of March 9, 1945, General Curtis LeMay, commander of
Twenty-first Bomber Command based in the Marianas Islands, launched
Operation Meetinghouse against Tokyo, a mission that marked the official
beginning of the destruction of Japan’s cities by fire.! That night, 279 B-29s
dropped 1,665 tons of incendiary bombs—almost 500,000 individual muni-
tions, mostly of the M-69 type—on a ten square mile section of the Japanese
capital from altitudes between forty-nine hundred and ninety-two hundred
feet. The targeted sectors of the city were among the most densely popu-
lated in the world, counting an average of 103,000 residents per square mile.
Ninety-eight percent of the buildings were constructed of paper and wood,
and the proportion of the targeted area covered by roofs (and thus highly
inflammable) was also high, reaching 40 to 50 percent in Asakusa ward. The
Tokyo Fire Department, moreover, was utterly inadequate for dealing with
large or multiple fires, and the capacity of the city’s eighteen concrete bomb
shelters was a paltry five thousand people.?

In the event, Tokyo's firefighters were quickly overwhelmed. High winds
brought the many small conflagrations together and generated a firestorm.
“Unlike the firestorm that sucks everything to its center,” such as the one
that destroyed much of Hamburg in July 1943, Michael Sherry writes that
“the conflagration that swept Tokyo was rapaciously expansive, a pillar of
fire that was pushed over by the surface winds to touch the ground and
gain new fury from the oxygen and combustibles it seized. LeMay had
chanced upon just the right use of incendiaries, and the wind served as
a giant bellows to superheat the air to eighteen hundred degrees Fahren-
heit.” Many people seeking refuge from the fires headed to the city’s rivers
and canals, only to be burned or boiled to death. According to an eyewit-
ness, “In the black Sumida River . . . countless bodies were floating, clothed
bodies, naked bodies, all as black as charcoal. It was unreal. These were
dead people, but you couldn’t tell whether they were men or women. You
couldn’t even tell if the objects floating by were arms and legs or pieces of
burnt wood.” Five of the city’s thirty-five wards were listed as mostly de-
stroyed, seven were about half destroyed, and another fourteen were partly
wiped out. Eighty-two percent of the ten square mile target area was lev-
eled, and almost sixteen square miles of eastern Tokyo was razed to the
ground. Nearly eighty-eight thousand died and more than 1 million were
left homeless and fled the city. During the raid, “B-29 crews fought super-
heated updrafts that destroyed at least ten aircraft and wore oxygen masks
to avoid vomiting from the stench of burning flesh.” The glow from the fires
was visible a hundred miles out to sea.?

But this was only the beginning. Following the success of Operation
Meetinghouse, Twenty-first Bomber Command went on a ten-day fire blitz
against Nagoya (twice), Osaka, and Kobe, stopping only when the raiders
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expended their entire stock of incendiaries. The details of these attacks
may be found in table 4.1. Overall, including the Tokyo raid, these five
missions burned out 31.9 square miles of Japan’s four largest cities. This
was more damage than the combined bomber offensive inflicted on the six
most-bombed German cities and amounted to 41 percent of the destruction
visited on Germany in the entire war, all accomplished with fewer than
1 percent of the bomb tonnage! Moreover, Twenty-first Bomber Command’s
sortie rate skyrocketed: LeMay’s force launched about the same number of
sorties in the blitz as were sent against Japan in the previous four months.
Yet the number of B-29s lost in this flurry of activity was only about one-
quarter the number lost in that four month period, twenty-two as compared
to seventy-eight.*

The fire raids were interrupted for several weeks so Twenty-first Bomber
Command could support the invasion of Okinawa, but they picked up
again in mid May. Large forces of B-29s again pounded Japan's largest cities
before turning their attention to medium-size urban areas in mid June, and
then to small cities and towns in July as the larger cities were progressively
destroyed. Chief of Staff of the Army Air Forces (AAF) General Henry
“Hap” Arnold’s prediction that “Japan ... will become a nation without
cities” was rapidly being realized.’ Table 4.2 summarizes these raids. Over
the course of the campaign against Japan, incendiary munitions composed
61 percent of Twentieth Air Force’s total tonnage, and roughly 7o percent
of the total bomb weight was dropped on urban areas (as opposed to par-
ticular targets in cities).®* Almost every town with more than thirty-eight
thousand people was bombed. The record of destruction is impressive:

In all, sixty-six cities (including Hiroshima and Nagasaki)—home to 20.8
million people—were attacked. The airmen destroyed 178 square miles
(about three times the area of the District of Columbia) and 43 percent
of the built-up areas of these cities. Thirty-five of the cities lost 1 or more
square miles of their central sections. . . . According to Japanese reports, the
bombing killed 241,000, seriously injured 313,000, and destroyed 2.3 million
homes. The United States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS) put the death
toll at 330,000, number of injured at 476,000, and buildings destroyed at 2.5
million. The bombing forced 8.5 million people to flee their homes.”

Why did the United States unleash this reign of fire on Japanese civilians?
I argue that three factors explain the outcome. First, U.S. leaders from Presi-
dent Roosevelt on down understood that a war against Japan could not be
won quickly and was likely to involve significant human costs. The vast dis-
tances involved and the oceanic nature of the theater meant that it would be
impossible to land large armies and advance across land as in most wars.
Instead, troops would have to be moved across vast expanses of ocean and
landed on tiny islands to assault prepared defenses. Put simply, the terrain of
the Pacific War favored the defense and would require much time and many
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Table 4.2. Incendiary Missions of XXI Bomber Command, March—-August 1945

Square miles Bombers ~ Loss  Percentage

Month Raids Cities struck burned lost rate  incendiaries

March 5 Tokyo, Nagoya 31.9 22 1.3 72
(2), Osaka, Kobe

April 2 Tokyo, Kawasaki, 21-22.5 19-21 1.6 24
Yokohama

May 5 Nagoya (2), Tokyo 35.9-37 55-61 19 64
(2), Yokohama

June 7 Osaka (3), Kobe, 27.6 30 0.8 65
11 medium-size
cities

July 9 35 small cities 32.1-35.4 13 0.3 74

August 5 12 small or 10.5-13.1 3 0.3 57

medium cities

Sources: Data compiled from Kenneth P. Werrell, Blankets of Fire: U.S. Bombers over Japan dur-
ing World War II (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1996), 159-68, 177-82, 187-89, 192—
94, 201-3, 206-8, 220-23; E. Bartlett Kerr, Flames over Tokyo: The U.S. Army Air Forces’ Incendiary
Campaign against Japan 1944-1945 (New York: Donald I. Fine, 1991), 207, 215-19, 226-77, 324-36;
and Wesley Frank Craven and James Lea Cate, eds., The Army Air Forces in World War II, vol. 5,
The Pacific: Matterhorn to Nagasaki, June 1944 to August 1945 (Washington: Office of Air Force
History, 1983), 63544, 653-58, 674-75.

Note: The figures for August omit damage inflicted by the two atomic bombs (4.7 square miles
of Hiroshima and 1.5 square miles of Nagasaki destroyed). The “bombers lost” category includes
only those lost on fire missions. The loss rate, however, is for all bombing operations, not just
incendiary missions. In general, at least as many aircraft were lost to operational or noncombat
causes as were destroyed by enemy action.

men to overcome. For this reason, U.S. political and military men expressed
keen interest from the beginning in strategies that might provide a shortcut
to victory, such as unrestricted submarine warfare and incendiary bombing.
Although the United States was able to initiate submarine attacks against
Japanese merchant shipping soon after Pear]l Harbor, it could not bomb Japan
until it acquired bases close to the country. The distance to be covered explains
the two-and-a-half-year delay between the Japanese attack and the first sus-
tained U.S. bombing of the home islands (in June 1944, launched from bases
in China), but planning for a bombing campaign had long been underway
and quickly focused on the potential of firebombing to defeat Japan.

Second, although the eventual outcome of the war was not in doubt, the
tenor of Japanese resistance in Pacific battles caused top U.S. officials to
believe that an invasion of the home islands would be necessary to subdue
Japan. Despite the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey’s optimistic conclusion
after the war that Japan would have surrendered by November 1945 with-
out an invasion or the atomic bomb from the effects of continued bombing
and the naval blockade, few U.S. leaders believed this in early 1945.% In
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battle after battle, Japanese troops repeatedly fought to the last man rather
than surrender; the desire to avoid the costs of invading Japan motivated
the shift to incendiary bombing, and later the use of atomic weapons.

Finally, U.S. precision bombing efforts in the Pacific had proven largely
futile owing to the extreme distance involved from the principal U.S. bases
in the Marianas Islands, environmental factors like the jet stream, and
Japanese air defenses. Operational failure and relatively high bomber loss
rates created a crisis for bombing; shifting to incendiary attack was one
way to increase effectiveness, lower losses, and do enormous damage to
Japanese urban areas and hence Japan’s industrial productivity—damage
that might render an invasion unnecessary and save the lives of countless
American servicemen. LeMay alone made the actual decision to shift to in-
cendiary tactics, but the preferences of top AAF officers and the substantial
planning for fire attack made it clear that an incendiary campaign would
eventually occur no matter who was in command.

The Pacific War: A War of Attrition

The sinking of much of the Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor left the United
States on the defensive in early 1942. The loss of the Philippines also de-
prived the United States of the ability to strike directly at the Japanese
homeland in any meaningful way.” The dramatic U.S. victory at the Battle of
Midway in June, however, during which four Japanese aircraft carriers were
sunk, marked the high tide of Japanese eastward expansion and paved the
way for the American counteroffensive. But U.S. forces still faced a tough
fight against a fanatical foe to make their way across the Pacific.

Indeed, the tenor of Japanese resistance in the Pacific from the very begin-
ning indicated that an attack on the Japanese home islands might be a dif-
ficult and costly proposition. On island after island, Japanese troops simply
refused to surrender. On Guadalcanal in August 1942, for example, Japa-
nese troops fought nearly to the last man: of one unit’s eight hundred men,
only fifteen were captured, twelve of whom were wounded. At Tarawa in
the Gilbert Islands in November 1943, American troops on one island took
eight Japanese prisoners out of a defending force of 2,571, a death rate of
99.7 percent. In the Marshall Islands in early 1944, the death rate on Kwa-
jalein Island was 98.4 percent, while on Roi-Namur it was 98.5 percent.”
As one marine commander described the combat on Guadalcanal, “I have
never heard or read of this kind of fighting. These people refuse to surren-
der. The wounded wait until men come up to examine them . .. and blow
themselves and the other fellow to pieces with a hand grenade.”"

The bloodletting continued in the Marianas in the summer of 1944 (see
table 4.3). On Saipan, for example, 97 percent of the thirty thousand Japa-
nese personnel died. Hundreds of Japanese civilians also chose death to
American capture: convinced that “the Americans would rape, torture, and
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Table 4.3. Japanese, American, and civilian casualties in major Pacific battles, 1944-1945

Japan United States
Percent Civilian Total casualties

Battle Date Manpower POWs KIA dead (killed)
Saipan June 30,000 921 97 1,000 14,111

1944 (3,426)
Iwo Jima February 21,000 1,083 95 0 24,733

1945 (6,913)
Okinawa April 120,000 7,400 94 42,000— 51,450

1945 122,000 (12,850)

Sources: Figures for Saipan and Iwo Jima are from Richard B. Frank, Downfall: The End of the
Imperial Japanese Empire (New York: Random House, 1999), 29-30, 60-61. Figures for Okinawa are
from Gordon L. Rottman, World War II Pacific Island Guide: A Geo-Military Study (Westport, CT:
Greenwood Press, 2002), 443-44.

Note: Figures for Iwo Jima and Okinawa include casualties suffered by the U.S. Navy, primarily
from Japanese kamikaze attacks: 2,634 (982 killed) at Iwo Jima and 9,700 (4,900 killed) at Okinawa.
United States forces also suffered 26,200 nonbattle casualties on Okinawa.

murder them. ... Whole families died in full view of the invading Allied
forces by killing themselves with hand grenades provided by the Japanese
military or leaping from high cliffs into the sea or onto the rocks below.”*?

In addition to resulting in the wholesale annihilation of Japanese forces,
the reluctance of the enemy to surrender in these Pacific battles exacted
a deadly toll on American soldiers as well. Total U.S. combat fatalities in
both theaters, which had totaled only 62,092 from the war’s outset in De-
cember 1941 through the end of 1943, quickly doubled in the seven months
from January to July 1944 to 125,274 as U.S. troops were fully engaged in
Europe and the Pacific.”® In the invasion and battle for Saipan (June 15-July
9, 1944), U.S. forces suffered 14,111 casualties, 20 percent of the invading
force. The carnage was even worse on Iwo Jima, where nearly 30 percent of
the 75,000 marines who landed in February 1945 were killed or wounded
in five weeks of fighting. The marines captured only 1,083 Japanese troops
out of the 21,000 on the island before the invasion. The battle for Okinawa,
which began in April, truly demonstrated what an invasion of Japan might
look like: American forces suffered more than 51,000 casualties in subduing
120,000 Japanese defenders. Tens of thousands of civilians also died in the
midst of the furious fighting. This staggering death toll led President Truman
to comment that invading Japan might be like “an Okinawa from one end
of Japan to the other.”'

In sum, two years of combat in the Pacific convinced U.S. civilian and mil-
itary leaders of two things: Japan would not surrender without an invasion
of its homeland, and assaulting the home islands was likely to be a costly
bloodletting. There was simply no precedent for expecting Japan to give
up: in none of the Pacific battles had Japanese troops capitulated in large
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numbers. Indeed, it was the total annihilation of Japanese forces on Saipan
in July 1944—and the willingness of many civilians to kill themselves rather
than be captured by Americans—that helped prompt the shift in policy.
General Marshall explained to the Combined Chiefs on July 14: “As a re-
sult of recent operations in the Pacific it was now clear to the United States
Chiefs of Staff that, in order to finish the war with the Japanese quickly, it
will be necessary to invade the industrial heart of Japan.”'® The Joint Chiefs
of Staff (JCS) reached this conclusion before the firebombing began and well
before the debate over the atomic bomb.

The Saipan operation also had a major impact on estimates of how costly
an invasion might be. The Joint Strategic Survey Committee of the JCS,
working on a document entitled “Operations Against Japan Subsequent
to Formosa,” used the results of the Saipan fighting to generate estimates
of the potential price in U.S. lives of attacking the Japanese home islands.
Assuming that the Japanese would have roughly 3.5 million troops avail-
able, the planners applied what came to be known as the “Saipan ratio”—
“one American killed and several wounded to exterminate seven Japanese
soldiers”—and concluded that “it might cost us a half million American
lives and many times that number in wounded to exterminate the Japanese
ground forces that conceivably could be employed against us in the home
islands.”"” Other army studies came to much lower estimates, and many an-
alysts have argued for fatality figures in the twenty-five thousand to forty-
six thousand range.”® The Japanese buildup in southern Kyushu (the site
of Operation Olympic, the first invasion) during the summer of 1945 casts
doubt on these lower figures, but even if one accepts casualty figures in the
range of 100,000 to 200,000 implied by the lower fatality estimates, this was
still plenty high enough to trigger a search for alternatives to an invasion,
including firebombing and the atomic bomb."

The Potential of Fire as a Weapon against Japan

American civilian and military officials knew well that Japan was a much
better target for incendiary attack than Germany. This awareness mani-
fested itself in extensive prewar interest in the potential of fire as a weapon
against Japanese cities by civilians both inside and outside of government,
as well as a few air officers, although most cleaved to their doctrine of preci-
sion bombing. Concerted planning inside the air force began in 1943 for an
incendiary campaign.

Prewar Interest in Incendiary Attack. Incontrast to the bombing of Germany,
American officials expressed great interest in using fire as a weapon against
Japan. The main reason for this interest was the greater vulnerability of
Japanese urban construction to fire. Eighty percent of Japanese cities were
built out of wood and paper, whereas 95 percent of German cities were

[122]



Strategic Bombing in World War I1

constructed of stone and brick. The 1923 earthquake, which started devas-
tating fires in Tokyo, brought this fact to the attention of American leaders,
and the potential of firebombing figured prominently in their minds in the
years leading up to the outbreak of the Pacific War. Former General Billy
Mitchell, for example, pointed out in the 1920s and 1930s that the wood
and paper construction of Japan’s towns “form the greatest aerial targets
the world has ever seen. . . . Incendiary projectiles would burn the cities to
the ground in short order.”? Claire Chennault, who came out of retirement
to command Chiang Kai-shek’s air force in China, wrote to Hap Arnold in
1940 to inform him of the potential for incendiary attack on Japan’s cities.
“Whereas Arnold and the airmen rejected the idea” as contrary to the AAF
doctrine of precision bombardment, writes Kenneth Werrell, “[President]
Roosevelt was delighted by the proposal and ordered his top cabinet of-
ficials to work on the project. Certainly, this was a radical shift from the
president’s appeal to the warring parties in September 1939 to refrain from
bombing civilians.”* A mere three weeks before Pearl Harbor, army chief of
staff General George C. Marshall held a secret news briefing for seven corre-
spondents, the contents of which were leaked to the Japanese. In an attempt
to deter a Japanese movement against Southeast Asia, Marshall warned: “If
war with the Japanese does come, we'll fight mercilessly. Flying fortresses
will be dispatched immediately to set the paper cities of Japan on fire. There
won’t be any hesitation about bombing civilians—it will be all out.”? Mar-
shall’s remarks—although indicative of U.S. officials’ interest in fire as a
weapon against Japan—were likely part of the larger U.S. strategy in 1941
of deterring a Japanese attack by threatening retaliation against Japan with
B-17s and B-24s being deployed to the Philippines.

Nor did the potential for fire attacks on Japan escape analysts outside of
government. An article that appeared in Harper’s magazine in 1942 com-
pared the flammability of several major Japanese cities, concluding that
Osaka, Kobe, and Kyoto offered the most promising targets for American
incendiaries. According to the authors, “In a really congested neighborhood,
crowded with buildings from the bank of one canal to the next, with only
shoulder-width runway between, the chance of the [incendiary] bomb start-
ing an immediate fire is just about as good as if it fell into a full waste-paper
basket.” Although the authors drastically underestimated the number of
incendiaries needed to start uncontrollable fires, suggesting that only five
bombers could burn Osaka, three Kyoto, and two Kobe, they maintained
that “the fact remains that this [firebombing] is the cheapest possible way
to cripple Japan. It will shorten the war by months or even years and reduce
American and Allied losses by tens of thousands.”*

On the whole, however, discussions inside the AAF before the war re-
garding the possibility of bombing Japan followed the theory of precision
bombing developed and taught in the interwar period at the Air Corps
Tactical School. This theory—variously called the industrial web or critical
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node theory—argued that wartime economies were deeply interdependent.
Destroying one or a few critical components or nodes in the economy could
bring production to a grinding halt. “Resting on assumptions about the
complex and fragile nature of modern industrial economies,” comments
Tami Davis Biddle, “the ‘industrial fabric” approach postulated that by care-
fully choosing the right card at the base of an intricate structure, an air force
could bring the whole house of cards crashing down.”*

American air doctrine, unlike that developed contemporaneously in Great
Britain, largely eschewed targeting civilians directly in favor of bombing an
enemy state’s economic infrastructure, but like British doctrine it still hoped
to achieve decisive morale effects.” Morality did not drive the Americans’
stand against targeting civilians directly, however: American airmen largely
viewed bombing the population as inefficient rather than immoral.? United
States air leaders, however, wanted to avoid giving the American public the
impression that bombing strategy was based on targeting civilians because
they believed most Americans disapproved of the practice. But AAF plan-
ners did foresee circumstances in which noncombatants might be attacked.
In fact, AWPD/1—the air corps blueprint for a potential war with Germany
written in 1941—advocated outright attacks on civilians as potentially de-
cisive when the enemy was on the ropes.” This eventuality aside, however,
“American air strategy aimed not at killing large numbers of civilians di-
rectly but at causing general social collapse through the precision bombing
of key industrial nodes.” “Human beings,” wrote Generals Hap Arnold and
Ira Eaker in their 1941 book Winged Warfare, “are not priority targets except
in special situations.”” Against Japan, AAF officers before the war intended
to carry out their precision doctrine, resisting suggestions made by Chen-
nault, Marshall, and Roosevelt that they attack Japanese urban areas with
incendiaries. As Arnold put it in a discussion with Marshall in 1941, any
strategic bombing of Japan would be intended to destroy “Japanese facto-
ries in order to cripple production of munitions and essential articles for
maintenance of economic structure in Japan.””

In sum, U.S. government officials, civilian commentators, as well as some
air officers manifested considerable interest in the possibility of urban in-
cendiary attack on Japan before Pearl Harbor. The key underlying factor
that explains this interest was the well-known vulnerability of Japanese cit-
ies to fire. Some of the statements and policies made before the war began,
however, are attributable to the hopes of members of the Roosevelt admin-
istration that Japan could be deterred from launching a war by the threat of
aerial retaliation against its cities. The official position and plans of the air
force itself remained committed to precision attack.

The Evolution of Wartime Plans Toward Firebombing. Planning inside the

AAF for a bombing campaign against Japan did not begin until 1943.%
The first compendium of targets, compiled by the Intelligence Section of the
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Air Staff in March 1943, omitted any mention of area attacks. But the chief
of plans requested “a study of the vulnerability of Japanese target areas to
incendiary attack” in May, which led to a revised report issued in October.
This document, entitled “Japan, Incendiary Attack Data, October 1943,”
contained a detailed analysis of the vulnerability of twenty cities to fire-
bombing. According to Thomas Searle, “The first page of the report listed
four reasons why Japanese cities were better targets than German cities for
incendiary attack: the greater inflammability of Japanese residential con-
struction, the greater building congestion in Japanese cities, the proximity
of factories and military objectives to residential construction in Japan, and
the concentration of Japan’s war industry in a few cities. Thus, by Octo-
ber of 1943, the Air Staff had determined that incendiary area attacks on
Japanese cities would be dramatically more effective than they had been
against German cities.”* This conclusion was reinforced by tests of the new
M-69 incendiary bomb on models of Japanese villages at Dugway Proving
Grounds in Utah from May to September 1943, which proved its ability to
start numerous fires.*

A second study of the potential of bombing in Japan performed by the
Committee of Operations Analysts (COA)—a separate group of (mainly ci-
vilian) planners assembled by Arnold—in November 1943 largely echoed
the conclusions of the Air Staff. The COA report, entitled “Economic Ob-
jectives in the Far East,” listed six important target systems in Japan, one
of which was urban industrial areas. According to Ronald Schaffer, “The
committee believed that a series of massive firebomb attacks on urban areas
would produce a major disaster for Japan.” Not only would incendiary
raids devastate Japanese war production by burning out workshops based
in homes, they would also “dislocate war workers” “through death, injury,
and destruction of homes.”*

General Arnold endorsed the principle of area attacks in his plan for an
air campaign against Japan that he presented to the president in February
1944. The plan emphasized the ease of starting “uncontrollable conflagra-
tions” in Japanese cities, as did the JCS when it approved the COA’s report
two months later.?* That attacks on urban areas were explicitly designed
to kill civilians is confirmed by a JCS document from April 1944 that listed
“the absorption of man hours in repair and relief [and] the dislocation of
labor by casualty” as among the intended effects of incendiary raids. As
Searle notes, “the JCS in 1944, like the Air Staff in 1943, wanted to use
civilian casualties as a means of cutting Japanese industrial production.”*
The following September, a report by a subcommittee of the COA (the
Joint Incendiary Committee) explicitly estimated that “full-scale [incendi-
ary] attacks on six large urban areas” would kill or wound approximately
560,000 Japanese and succeed in “dehousing” nearly 8 million workers.*
The next month, the COA “recommended an incendiary assault on Japan'’s
cities to come after a precision campaign,” ideally in March 1945 when
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weather conditions would be best suited to inflicting maximum fire dam-
age.” By September 1944, concludes Michael Sherry, although no clear-cut
directives were issued, “the air staff apparently had committed itself to a
major incendiary campaign the following spring.”*® The rationale for such
a campaign was clearly articulated in an October memo written by chem-
ist Raymond Ewell of the National Defense Research Committee. Ewell
thought the AAF should dispense with precision bombing altogether and
immediately shift to firebombing, which he believed could be “the key to
accelerating the defeat of Japan, and if as successful as seems probable, . . .
might shorten the war by some months and save many thousands of
American lives.”*

Evidence indicates that Arnold and the air planners did not want to ini-
tiate an incendiary campaign until the AAF had amassed sufficient num-
bers of B-29s in the Marianas to inflict massive destruction. Members of
the COA, for example, were concerned that attacking too early with fewer
aircraft “would merely create firebreaks against a later heavy attack.” More-
over, striking several Japanese cities in a short, violent burst increased the
likelihood that the Japanese would be overwhelmed and unable to adapt to
the change in American tactics.* Similarly, when Arnold’s deputy, General
Lauris Norstad recommended in late November that the AAF memorialize
the fourth anniversary of Pearl Harbor by bombing the Imperial Palace in
Tokyo, Arnold responded, “Not at this time. Our position—bombing facto-
ries, docks, etc.—is sound—Later destroy the whole city.”*! This comment
indicates Arnold’s preference for husbanding the B-29s until large sections
of Japanese cities could be incinerated.

In short, in 1943 and 1944, U.S. air planners began to think about how to
employ incendiary weapons to kill Japanese workers and disable Japanese
industry and to plan for an eventual incendiary campaign against Japanese
cities. As Searle puts it, “The orders for the g March 1945 raid [on Tokyo] re-
flected the longstanding interest of the Air Staff and the JCS in using urban
incendiary raids to cut Japanese industrial production by (among other
things) killing Japanese civilians.”*?

The Bombing of Japan up to March 1945

Thus far I have established that the Pacific War quickly became a war of
attrition, with Japanese resistance convincing U.S. leaders that a costly inva-
sion of the home islands would be needed to obtain Japan’s surrender. With
this realization came a renewed interest in reducing the costs of such an in-
vasion by using airpower. Moreover, I have examined prewar interest in in-
cendiary attack on Japan and wartime planning for such operations, show-
ing that although many civilian leaders expressed interest in firebombing
Japan before the war, AAF doctrine called for precision bombing and U.S.
airmen seriously began to contemplate a fire campaign only in 1943. Once
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the various planning agencies recommended firebombing, however, they
argued it should not commence until sufficient resources were available to
burn large areas and make the biggest impact.

This section traces the actual course of bombing up until the shift to
sustained incendiary attack in March 1945. I argue that the operational
difficulties faced by Twenty-first Bomber Command operating from the
Marianas—along with pressure from air force commanders in Washington—
were the immediate cause of LeMay’s decision to inaugurate the fire cam-
paign. LeMay gave the order for systematic fire attacks to begin, but the
long-standing interest in—and planning for—incendiary raids ensured that
such attacks would have occurred at about the same time whoever was in
command. LeMay determined only the manner in which the raids would
be flown and their timing.

Operations from China. Early in the war, the United States lacked both
the resources and bases in proximity to Japan to launch a major strategic
air offensive. As the first new B-29 aircraft became available in early 1944
Arnold decided to deploy them to India and stage missions out of China
in a campaign called Matterhorn.** Operations began in early June and fol-
lowed the AAF’s precision doctrine, dropping primarily high-explosive
ordnance (HE) from high altitudes on specific industrial targets. The re-
sults of the first raid—against railroad shops in Bangkok—were typical of
Twentieth Bomber Command’s operations from India and China: 16-18
bombs (4—4.5 tons of 353 tons dropped) landed in the target area with little
damage inflicted.*

Two factors handicapped Twentieth Bomber Command’s operations in
the Far East. First, the logistic effort required to sustain bomber operations
was extreme, as ferrying the materiel necessary to launch one attack sortie
from China required seven trips over the Himalayas from India.* These lo-
gistical limitations made it nearly impossible to mount substantial attacks.
Second, only a small part of southern Japan was within striking distance
of B-29s operating from China, drastically limiting the available targets. In
fact, during Twentieth Bomber Command’s ten-month stint in China, the
B-29s flew only nine missions against Japan (out of forty-nine total), deliv-
ering a scant 961 tons of bombs (of 11,244 total) on targets in Kyushu, the
southernmost of the Japanese main islands.*

Operations from the Marianas. American conquest of the Marianas Islands
(Saipan, Guam, and Tinian) in the summer of 1944 provided the AAF with
bases from which B-29s could bomb almost all of Japan. This was by no
means an easy trip, however: the round-trip flight to Japan from Saipan
was thirty-one hundred miles, nearly the operational limit of the B-29. Gen-
eral Haywood “Possum” Hansell was appointed commander of the newly
constituted Twenty-first Bomber Command. Hansell had taught at the Air
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Corps Tactical School (ACTS) in the 1930s and was one of the principal ar-
chitects and foremost advocates of the industrial web theory and precision
bombing. Hansell was also one of the authors of AWPD/1, the blueprint
for U.S. bombing in Germany. Unsurprisingly, Hansell began a campaign
against Japan intended to destroy the following targets (listed in descend-
ing order of importance) with HE: aircraft industry, industry in cities, ship-
ping, and coke, steel, and oil.

In general, Hansell achieved poor results. In the first mission, flown on
November 24, 1944, against the Nakajima Musashino aircraft engine fac-
tory in Tokyo, only 24 of the 111 B-29s that left Saipan bombed the primary
target; another 64 attacked urban areas.*” Roughly 1 percent of the buildings
and 2 percent of the machine tools were damaged. Eighty-one Superfor-
tresses headed back to the same plant on November 27 but were foiled by
clouds and forced to bomb by radar. The bombers returned to Musashino
again on December 3 and 27, inflicting little damage: twenty-six bombs fell
in the target area on each occasion.* Meanwhile, Hansell mounted three
raids in December against the Mitsubishi aircraft engine plant in Nagoya
with varying degrees of success. Arnold, however, was not satisfied with
the achievements of the B-29s; desiring a “full-scale test of the potential for
firing Japanese cities,” Arnold (through his deputy Norstad) urged Hansell
on December 19 to fly an incendiary raid on Nagoya.” Hansell resisted, ar-
guing that success with HE bombing was just around the corner, but these
results failed to materialize quickly enough to save Hansell’s job, as Arnold
sacked him in favor of LeMay on January 7, 1945.

By all accounts, Hansell “left a legacy of miniscule accomplishment in
terms of target destruction coupled with serious losses.”*® During Hansell’s
tenure, Twenty-first Bomber Command undertook fourteen missions, ten
of which were daylight HE efforts against particular industrial targets. As
Kenneth Werrell observes, “On the ten raids against the aircraft targets,
only three achieved results considered good: two against Nagoya, and the
one attack [Hansell’s last, coming on January 19] on the Kawasaki plant” in
Akashi.®' Only 14 percent of bombs fell within a thousand feet of the target
on these three raids, as opposed to 2 percent on the other seven missions.
Thirty-four B-29s were lost, fifteen to enemy fire and nineteen to opera-
tional causes.”

Contrary to conventional wisdom, the nature of operations did not change
drastically when LeMay took charge in January 1945. In fact, LeMay’s first
eight missions bear a striking resemblance to those launched under his
predecessor: six were daylight attacks against industrial targets (mostly
aircraft plants) and two were experimental area raids with incendiaries.”
Half of the precision missions, however, were complete failures, with no
bombers dropping their cargoes on the primary target. It could no longer
be denied that HE bombing in the Pacific theater was a failure, a conclusion
the AAF Evaluation Board had already reached in mid January 1945.%
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As indicated by the accuracy statistics cited in the previous paragraphs,
it is a misnomer to describe U.S. bombing from November 1944 to March
1945 as “precision bombing.” Precision was what these strikes aspired to
rather than what they achieved. In fact, many raids were conducted by
radar—which at this time was inherently imprecise—and the secondary
targets for the bombers were often “urban areas.”* Even raids conducted in
clear weather that struck the primary target managed to place less than 15
percent of their bombs within a thousand feet of the aim point. Finally, more
than one quarter of Twenty-first Bomber Command’s missions were self-
described urban area raids mounted largely with incendiary munitions.

Because of the overall indiscriminate nature of these attacks, U.S. forces
were already engaging in low-level civilian victimization in the Pacific.
From November 1944 to March 1945 U.S. bombers (for the most part)
sought to destroy Japanese industry directly with HE rather than purposely
kill Japanese civilians, although many died nevertheless. From March to
August 1945, by contrast, civilian casualties were a specific objective, even
if the ultimate goal was the same: destruction of Japanese war production.
In general, the early months of the campaign may be viewed as something
of a warm-up for what came later: neither Hansell nor LeMay had suffi-
cient numbers of B-29s to launch the all-out devastating incendiary raids
air force planners envisioned. The number of aircraft available to bomb in
the theater, for example, did not much exceed 100 until early February 1945.
Twenty-First Bomber Command had 140 B-29s on hand in late January;
this number doubled on February 5 to 285, and increased again to 356 on
February 25.° Moreover, as Schaffer points out, “In its final report, deliv-
ered October 11, 1944, the COA recommended that until the AAF was ready
to obliterate the Honshu cities it should send its B-29s against vital precision
targets like aircraft plants.” As soon as Twenty-first Bomber Command ac-
cumulated the necessary forces, gained needed data from experimental fire
raids, and the weather became conducive to starting large blazes, firebomb-
ing commenced, according to plan. The difficult conditions for precision
bombing in the Far East also played a contributory role in prodding LeMay
to change tactics, however, and it is to these conditions I turn next.

A Crisis for Bombing in the Pacific. By early March 1945, therefore, B-29 op-
erations had failed to make a significant contribution to the defeat of Japan.
Strategic airpower in the Pacific so far was a flop. Why? Several factors com-
plicated bomber operations in the Pacific theater and reduced bomber effec-
tiveness. First, the weather over Japan presented difficulties similar to those
over Germany but with an added twist. Cloud cover, which had so limited
early operations over the Reich, also proved a problem over Japan, break-
ing up formations on the way to the target and frequently rendering visual
bombing impossible.” According to Hansell, “Weather over Japan was our
most implacable and inscrutable enemy”; LeMay estimated that prevailing
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weather conditions over Japan allowed for a maximum of seven days of
visual bombing per month, and three to four days on average.”® Even worse,
Twenty-first Bomber Command discovered the jet stream, which produced
headwinds of up to two hundred knots. These heavy winds played havoc
with bombing accuracy.”

Second, Japanese industry was heavily concentrated in a few cities, but
was broadly dispersed within those cities. Japan’s twenty largest cities, for
example, contained 22 percent of the total population, 53 percent of all pre-
cision targets, and 74 percent of the highest priority targets.®® But destroy-
ing factory complexes was not sufficient to stop Japanese war production,
as cottage industries contained in nearby homes fed each plant. As LeMay
recalled in his memoirs, “I'll never forget Yokohama. That was what im-
pressed me: drill presses. There they were, like a forest of scorched trees and
stumps, growing up throughout that residential area. Flimsy construction
all gone . . . everything burned down, or up, and drill presses standing like
skeletons.”®! Precision attacks on plants, therefore, could slow output, but
were unable to bring production to a halt.

Third, the long distances the B-29s had to fly to strike Japan reduced the
weight of bombs they could carry, which in turn limited their destructive
power. Fourth, the AAF’s daylight precision tactics required bombers to fly
in formation at high altitude, but this approach played into the strengths of
Japanese defenses. Japan’s day-fighter force was far superior to its night-
fighters, and the antiaircraft artillery protecting Japanese targets was mostly
long range, able to inflict more damage to high-flying planes than those
at lower altitudes. B-29s attacking from high altitude in daylight thus met
relatively heavy fighter opposition. For example, the first two missions con-
ducted after LeMay took command—daylight raids against the Mitsubishi
(January 23) and Nakajima (January 27) aircraft facilities—experienced 691
and 984 fighter attacks, respectively. While only two B-29s were lost on the
former attack, nine fell victim to enemy defenses on the latter.*

In short, the weather and physical conditions in the Pacific theater fa-
vored the defense and rendered achieving decisive results with HE bomb-
ing almost impossible.

The Shift to Firebombing

Given the failure of bombing with HE, Washington continued to push
for further incendiary raids in February 1945 to gauge the effectiveness
of fire attacks on Japanese cities. LeMay launched two—against Kobe
and Tokyo—the latter of which burned out one square mile of the Japa-
nese capital. Both of these missions were flown at high altitude, however,
which limited their effectiveness: the aircraft could not carry many bombs,
and the extreme winds at high altitude scattered the relatively lightweight
incendiaries across a wide area, preventing large fires from starting. In view
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of these difficulties, LeMay improvised and ordered his B-29s to attack at
night with incendiaries from lower altitudes. Although his antiaircraft artil-
lery experts uniformly predicted disaster, LeMay believed (correctly) from
examining intelligence photos that the Japanese possessed few low-level
flak guns. Night flying would further protect his bombers from flak as well
as fighter opposition, since the Japanese had only two night-fighter units
deployed in the homeland. Moreover, low-level attacks would consume
much less fuel because the planes would not have to fight the jet stream.
To further decrease aircraft weight, LeMay stripped his Superfortresses of
their defensive guns and the gunners needed to man them. This savings in
fuel could be translated into an increased bomb load. The resulting modi-
fications more than doubled the B-29s” average bomb load from three to
six-and-a-half tons.®®

LeMay had found the magic formula. Over the next five months, he and
his bomber crews gutted Japan’s cities and towns. Moreover, U.S. bomber
losses on incendiary missions were but a fraction of those on precision raids.
LeMay’s new tactics, designed “to inflict the maximum damage on the
enemy with the minimum casualties on the American side,” proved devas-
tatingly effective.® No order ever came from Arnold, Norstad, or anyone else
in Washington instructing LeMay to shift to an incendiary campaign: LeMay
alone made the decision to firebomb Tokyo. Precision bombing was already
a failure; Arnold did not want to take responsibility for a new strategy that
he was unsure would succeed. What LeMay did receive from his command-
ers was a strong unwritten message in the form of suggestions and hints,
“polite nudges and the occasional injunction,” as Sherry puts it, combined
with frequent reminders to maximize the number of bombs dropped.® The
preferences of the AAF’s top leadership, as well as the planning for an incen-
diary campaign underway inside the AAF since 1943, lead most historians
to argue that fire would have come to Japan’s cities sooner or later no matter
who was in command of Twenty-first Bomber Command. Indeed, LeMay’s
decision was embraced after the fact by his superiors in the AAF and civil-
ians in Washington, who congratulated LeMay on his smashing success.*

Explaining the Change to Incendiary Bombing

To adequately explain the adoption of incendiary area bombing in the
Pacific theater, it is necessary to account for the preferences of three sets
of actors: (1) the top civilian leadership, namely the president; (2) the top
military leadership, in this case—because of the enormous autonomy of the
different armed services—General Arnold, chief of staff of the AAF; and
(3) the local military commander, Curtis LeMay.

Roosevelt. President Roosevelt did not micromanage the conduct of the
war or closely monitor the actions of his military commanders. American
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civil-military relations in World War II were thus far different from those
in the Vietnam War, where President Johnson exercised strict control over
military operations, particularly the Rolling Thunder bombing campaign
against North Vietnam. FDR rarely intervened in the air war, and certainly
did not prescribe or proscribe particular targets. As Sherry puts it, “The
machinery was in place; Roosevelt was largely content to let it turn.” Ar-
nold kept him apprised of developments in the bombing campaigns, how-
ever, and FDR voiced no objections when informed of incendiary attacks
on Japan.”

The slow and bitter progress of U.S. forces in the Pacific was a key fac-
tor in convincing President Roosevelt to support a campaign of incendiary
bombing in the “hope ... that air power would help defeat Japan with-
out an invasion.” Although his desire to deter a Japanese attack spurred
Roosevelt’s interest in firebombing before the war, and the political need
to assist China explains the president’s keenness to deploy B-29s to the Far
East, it was the possibility that an intense aerial assault on Japan might
bring about an early surrender and save American lives that best explains
Roosevelt’s support for bombing. FDR wanted to avoid a Pacific campaign
that moved “forward inch by inch, island by island” and “would take about
fifty years before we got to Japan.” In August 1943, for example, the presi-
dent cited the precedent of the recent RAF attack on Hamburg to his mili-
tary advisers, suggesting that “we can use Siberian air fields . . . to attack the
heart of Japan in a manner that she will find it hard to endure.”®® Given the
context, presumably that manner was to start uncontrollable conflagrations
in Japanese cities. Overall, FDR’s few comments on the subject indicate an
impatient commander-in-chief willing to support incendiary bombing be-
cause it might circumvent a slow, bloody slog across the Pacific.

Arnold. Even though the air force was technically part of the army, in
practice it was highly autonomous, and Arnold basically had a free hand
when it came to targeting. The president, the Joint Chiefs, and the army
chief of staff, George Marshall, exercised little oversight of bombing policy.
The command arrangements in the Pacific increased this independence
even further because unlike the Atlantic, there was no overall theater com-
mander, and Arnold himself ran the Twentieth Air Force from Washington.
Historians disagree regarding the extent of Arnold’s control over bomber
operations in the Pacific. Some argue that he and his deputies kept a tight
rein on the subordinate commands whereas others maintain that control
from Washington was tenuous, especially after Arnold suffered another
heart attack in January 1945. Whichever one of these views one accepts,
Arnold’s command style in the case of incendiary weapons was indirect.
Given the failure of precision bombing, he was loath to stick his neck out
and order a change to firebombing in case it, too, failed. He and Norstad
thus poked and prodded LeMay to firebomb but did not order it directly.
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Although officially Arnold adhered to the jointly agreed policy that an
invasion of Japan’s industrial heartland would be necessary to end the war,
privately he never abandoned the hope and belief that airpower could con-
vince the Japanese to surrender and obviate a costly invasion. In April 1945,
for example, Arnold wrote to Barney Giles, his chief of air staff, “In my
opinion we can bring Japan to her knees by B-29 bombing before the ground
troops or the Navy ever land on the shores of the main island of Japan.” The
next month Arnold told LeMay that “combined with mining the maximum
[incendiary] efforts of the near future will perhaps do more to shorten the
Pacific war than any other comparable military engagement.”*

Clearly Arnold believed that airpower could defeat Japan by burning
down cities, which would avert the costly invasion of the Japanese heart-
land. Securing the early surrender of Japan, however, would also serve
Arnold’s other major objective: independence for the air force. Michael
Sherry, for example, downplays operational factors and the desire to pre-
clude invasion as motivations for firebombing, arguing that the shift to
fire was made because “incendiary bombing was easy and because doing
it rescued the AAF’s flagging fortunes.””® The failure of precision bomb-
ing endangered the AAF’s quest to become an independent service after
the war, and even raised the possibility that Twenty-first Bomber Com-
mand would be diverted to other missions subordinate to the army or
navy in the Pacific. In short, “achieving victory and enhancing the air
force’s reputation were inseparable objectives for the AAF”; incendiary
bombing appeared to be the most promising way to inflict the maximum
damage on Japan with airpower. Thus Arnold became a fervent supporter
of firebombing.”

Other voices in the AAF also expressed the view that incendiary bomb-
ing could shorten the war and save American lives. Norstad, for example,
told LeMay in April 1945, “We can only guess what the effect [of continued
firebombing] will be on the Japanese. Certainly their warmaking ability will
have been curtailed. Possibly they may lose their taste for more war.” An
officer in the Fifth Air Force described U.S. air strategy in a July newsletter
as follows: “We are making War and making it in the all-out fashion which
saves American lives, shortens the agony which War is and seeks to bring
about an enduring Peace.” Historian Ronald Schaffer summarizes these
views: “The idea of shortening the war appears repeatedly in statements by
air force officers. . . . The implication was that if the war could be won more
quickly, fewer people would suffer.””?

LeMay. Two factors pushed LeMay to adopt incendiary tactics in
March 1945. First, HE bombing was a failure. Four months of daylight
HE bombing from the Marianas (and several months before that from
China) had hardly destroyed a single target in Japan. LeMay knew that
he, like Hansell before him, was expendable if he did not achieve some
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success for bombing against Japan. Norstad, LeMay’s immediate superior,
reinforced this message in person, telling LeMay in no uncertain terms
exactly whose job was on the line when LeMay took command of Twenty-
first Bomber Command: “You go ahead and get results with the B-29. If
you don’t get results, you'll be fired.””? LeMay also surely knew that a
successful bombing campaign in the Pacific might help secure organiza-
tional independence and strategic priority for the air force after the war.
As his second month in command drew to a close, LeMay “woke up . . . to
the fact that I hadn’t gotten anything much done any better than Possum
Hansell had.”™

Not only was LeMay under pressure to achieve results or be relieved, it
was clear which strategy his superiors thought would be most effective:
firebombing. LeMay knew of the many studies performed inside the AAF
on the efficacy of incendiary attack against Japan, and had received multi-
ple suggestions and requests from Washington to experiment with starting
fires. Although no direct orders from Arnold or Norstad were forthcoming,
it was clear which way the wind was blowing. LeMay’s contribution was
that he put together all the pieces that made it possible to burn large urban
areas, not that he came up with the idea in the first place.

The second factor that motivated LeMay to become a fire starter was his
belief that by torching Japanese cities, air power could induce Japan to sur-
render before an invasion, thus shortening the war and saving countless
lives. Norstad briefed LeMay on the “Saipan ratio” when LeMay replaced
Hansell as commander of Twenty-first Bomber Command in January 1945,
warning his subordinate: “If you don’t get results it will mean eventually
a mass amphibious invasion of Japan, to cost probably half a million more
American lives.” As LeMay later put it, “Our whole goal was to try to end
the war before the invasion. We were not going to be able to do it continuing
on like we were, given the weather and the problem of high-altitude visual
bombing. We just didn’t have enough airplanes and enough time. So we
had to do something radical. We had always been thinking about incendi-
ary attacks against the vulnerable Japanese cities.””

The stated rationale for the firebombing (at least initially) was not the
classic punishment logic of crushing civilian morale, but rather to inflict
maximum damage on Japanese war production. Indeed, the orders for the
first Tokyo fire raid bear out this rationale: “Employment at scores of war
plants throughout Tokyo and environs would be directly affected by casual-
ties, movement of workers out of the area, use of manpower in reconstruc-
tion, and probably lowered worker morale.””® As Thomas Searle observes,
“Casualties were again explicitly mentioned, and regarded as desirable
because they would directly affect employment at war plants. ... Lower-
ing morale was a means of lowering industrial production—not a means of
inciting either rebellion or popular demands for surrender.””” As LeMay put
it colorfully in his memoirs,
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We were going after military targets. No point in slaughtering civilians for
the mere sake of slaughter. Of course there is a pretty thin veneer in Japan,
but the veneer was there. It was their system of dispersal of industry. All
you had to do was visit one of those targets after we’d roasted it, and see the
ruins of a multitude of tiny houses, with a drill press sticking up through the
wreckage of every home. . . . We knew we were going to kill a lot of women
and kids when we burned down that town. Had to be done.”™

The architect of the fire raids certainly believed that he had found a way
to bring hostilities to a rapid close, thereby saving American lives. LeMay
told Lieutenant Colonel St. Clair McKelway, the public relations officer for
Twenty-first Bomber Command, while the bombers were winging their way
to Tokyo on the night of March g: “If this raid works the way I think it will,
we can shorten this war. . . . He hasn’t moved his industries to Manchuria
yet, although he’s starting to move them, and if we can destroy them be-
fore he can move them, we’ve got him. I never think anything is going to
work until I've seen the pictures after the raid, but if this one works, we
will shorten this damned war out here.””” LeMay reiterated these views in
his press release on March 11: “I believe that all those under my command
on these island bases have by their participation in this single operation
shortened this war. . . . They are fighting for a quicker end to this war and
will continue to fight for a quicker end to it with all the brains and strength
they have.”® In his memoirs, LeMay explicitly made the argument that he
believed his fire raids had saved American lives:

No matter how you slice it, you're going to kill an awful lot of civilians.
Thousands and thousands. But, if you don’t destroy the Japanese indus-
try, we're going to have to invade Japan. And how many Americans will
be killed in an invasion of Japan? Five hundred thousand seems to be the
lowest estimate. Some say a million. . . . We're at war with Japan. We were
attacked by Japan. Do you want to kill Japanese, or would you rather have
Americans killed?®!

Haywood Hansell described his successor’s predicament in early 1945 as
follows: “The factor of time was taking on a new insistence. The invasion of
the Japanese home islands—whose necessity had become an obsession with
the Army planners—had been agreed upon. If air power was to end the war
without a massive bloodletting on the ground, its application could not be
delayed. A drastic reappraisal was in order. LeMay made it.”*

American leaders knew as soon as it began that a war against Japan would
be a long and costly affair. The nature of the fighting in the Pacific the-
ater in 1942 and 1943 augmented this belief with the knowledge that Japan
would fight to the bitter end, that defeating the Japanese would require
an invasion of the home islands, and that this invasion could cost tens of
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thousands—if not hundreds of thousands—of American lives. Knowledge
of the wood and paper construction of Japan’s cities and their vulnerability
to fire also spawned planning inside the AAF for an incendiary campaign.
All of the pieces were in place for massive civilian victimization against
Japan, which air planners had already recommended to begin in March
1945. The trigger was the defensive advantage in the Far East that made
precision bombing costly and ineffective.

Alternative Explanations

Public Opinion and Electoral Accountability. Most Americans abhorred
bombing civilians before the war, and lurid press descriptions of such at-
tacks by Axis countries provoked widespread outrage. But Germany’s inva-
sion of Western Europe in spring 1940 helped spark a dramatic reversal in
opinion on the subject. “By the time America entered World War II,” writes
historian George Hopkins, “public opinion had already solidified in favor
of bombing Germany and Japan.”® Some people felt that the military was
overly timid in taking the war to the enemy civilian population.®* “Even
if Americans had known the exact results of bombing, it would not have
made much difference,” argues Conrad Crane. “Most families had expe-
rienced the deaths of loved ones, friends, or neighbors; if bombing enemy
civilians would speed victory and save American lives, it had to be done.”*
In sum, according to John Dower, American airmen need not have worried
about public censure for their actions:

Although Allied military planners remained sensitive to the moral issue of
bombing civilians (and to the possibility that reliance on obliteration bomb-
ing might provoke a public reaction detrimental to the postwar development
of the air forces), no sustained protest ever materialized. The Allied air raids
were widely accepted as just retribution as well as sound strategic policy,
and the few critics who raised ethical and humanitarian questions about
the heavy bombing of German cities were usually denounced as hopeless
idealists, fools, or traitors. When Tokyo was incinerated, there was scarcely
a murmur of protest on the home front. . . . Japan had merely reaped what
it sowed.®

The American public overwhelmingly approved of firebombing on Jap-
anese cities. In the immediate aftermath of Pearl Harbor, an opinion poll
showed that 67 percent favored aerial bombardment of Japanese cities.
Undermining the argument that deterrence can prevent resort to civilian
victimization, another survey found that of the 59 percent who believed
the United States should fight an “all-out” war against Japan, 84 percent ap-
proved of bombing Japanese cities even if it meant Axis retaliation against
American cities.*” An article in Harper’s magazine summarized the prevail-
ing view: “It seems brutal to be talking about burning homes. But we are
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engaged in a life and death struggle for national survival, and we are there-
fore justified in taking any action which will save the lives of American sol-
diers and sailors.”® In short, as Dower puts it, “The overwhelming thrust
of public opinion in the United Kingdom as well as the United States de-
manded, if not the extermination of the Japanese people, then most certainly
the country’s ‘thoroughgoing defeat,”” even if this meant killing large num-
bers of Japanese civilians.®

To what extent did the American public’s punitive attitudes toward Japan
influence the decisions of U.S. officials regarding the use of force against
Japanese civilians? Public attitudes were probably not the primary reason
for the decision to target civilians in the Pacific War. As I have shown, civil-
ian officials were only part of the story; two of the crucial decision-makers
(Arnold and LeMay) were military men not subject to electoral pressures.
The central civilian decision-maker, FDR, did worry about public attitudes
to U.S. casualties and “had a horror of American troops landing again on
the continent and becoming involved in . .. trench warfare with all its ap-
palling losses.” The president “also recognized the limits on American tol-
erance of sacrifices in another world war” and hoped that Soviet manpower
in the European theater would carry the casualty burden. “No similar op-
portunity existed in the Pacific,” however, “which only made the incentive
to employ air power there more intense.”*

Still, although the president often expressed his hope that bombing
could limit U.S. casualties, he was by no means the driving force behind
firebombing. Despite punitive public attitudes toward Japan, firebomb-
ing did not begin there until precision bombing failed, notwithstanding
widespread knowledge of the probable effectiveness of fire attacks against
Japan. Moreover, 1944 was an election year for Roosevelt: if public hatred of
Japan was so widespread and demands to conserve on U.S. casualties were
so important, why not initiate incendiary attacks on Japan in the midst of
the campaign in autumn 1944 when it could have paid significant political
dividends? It seems unlikely, therefore, that electoral politics were the criti-
cal factor in causing civilian victimization in 1945.

By contrast, there is little evidence that liberal norms played much of a
role in restraining the bombing of Japanese civilians. Before the United States
entered the war, the Roosevelt administration issued frequent proclamations
denouncing indiscriminate bombardment of civilian populations. When war
broke out in Europe in September 1939, for example, the president issued
a plea to all sides to abstain from “the ruthless bombing from the air of ci-
vilians in unfortified centers of population [that] has sickened the hearts of
every civilized man and woman, and has profoundly shocked the conscience
of humanity.””" The American public was also resolutely opposed to urban
area bombing as “counter to American humanitarian ideals” in the 1930s.2

But when the United States entered the war, and especially when the
costs of fighting began to mount, these idealistic declarations disappeared.
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FDR, for example, eventually came to believe that the German people had
to be taught a severe lesson: “We either have to castrate the German people
or you have got to treat them in such manner so they can’t just go on repro-
ducing people who want to continue the way they have in the past.”* As
far as Japan was concerned, FDR was reported to be “simply delighted” in
November 1940 at the prospect of using fire to obliterate Japanese cities and
viewed the RAF’s demolition of Hamburg as “‘an impressive demonstra-
tion” of what America might achieve against Japan.”** The president even
approved a bizarre scheme that proposed to burn down Japanese cities by
releasing swarms of bats equipped with tiny incendiary bombs.” In sum, as
Roosevelt put it, “The Nazis and the Fascists have asked for it—and they
are going to get it.”*

The only civilian official on record as registering any objections to area
bombing is Secretary of War Henry Stimson. After the press reported that
the Allies had shifted to a policy of area bombing after the Dresden raid
in February 1945, Stimson raised questions about the nature of American
bombing there, but did not follow up. Later, Stimson attempted to hold the
AAF to a policy of precision bombing in Japan, seemingly unaware that the
policy had already changed to firebombing.”” Finally, Stimson succeeded in
having Kyoto removed from the target list for the atomic bombs. The secre-
tary of war was no great humanitarian, however, as Barton Bernstein notes:
“It was not that Stimson was trying to save Kyoto’s citizens; rather, he was
seeking to save its relics, lest the Japanese become embittered and later side
with the Soviets.”® Stimson also chaired the Interim Committee that recom-
mended using the A-bomb without warning on a Japanese city.

A handful of military officers also expressed moral reservations about
bombing civilians.” Some of this concern was indeed genuine, but much of
it stemmed not from the belief that killing civilians was wrong, but rather
that the time was not yet right to target noncombatants. General Ira Eaker’s
oft-quoted comment that “we should never allow the history of this war to
convict us of throwing the strategic bomber at the man in the street” is fre-
quently cited as an example of AAF moral opposition to bombing civilians
(in this case German civilians). However, Eaker only opposed bombing ci-
vilians because he thought it was too early in the war to be effective. He
continued: “I think there is a better way we can do our share toward the
defeat of the enemy, but if we are to attack the civil population I am certain
we should wait until its morale is much nearer [the] breaking point and until
the weather favors the operation more than it will at any time in the winter
or early spring.”'®

Much has also been made of Haywood Hansell’s supposed principled
opposition to urban incendiary bombing. Some historians have implied
that Hansell’s superiors removed him from command because he refused
to conduct urban incendiary attacks.!” There is little support for this view.
First, although Hansell protested orders from Arnold to conduct experi-
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mental fire raids, as Thomas Searle points out, “For all his complaining,
Hansell never even hinted at resigning or disobeying orders. If area bomb-
ing was what it took to stay in command, Hansell would have continued to
do as much of it as Arnold told him to.”'% Second, despite his commitment
to precision bombing, Hansell’s forces did plenty of area bombing, includ-
ing a night fire raid on Tokyo (November 29) before Arnold ordered him to
experiment with incendiary tactics.'® By contrast, there were several com-
pelling reasons to replace Hansell with LeMay that had nothing to do with
the incendiary issue: LeMay outranked Hansell, LeMay was a better com-
mander, and Hansell’s subordinates (and many of his superiors) did not
care for him. Even some of his closest friends in the air force advocated his
dismissal. Hansell’s ouster, therefore, was caused by his poor performance,
not his resistance to incendiary attack.

Racism: “Civilized” Americans, “Barbaric” Japanese. It is commonly argued
that the AAF unleashed incendiaries and ultimately atomic bombs on
Japan and not Germany because Americans held racist beliefs that the Jap-
anese were subhuman vermin that needed to be exterminated. Put another
way, the argument is that Americans viewed the Japanese as outside the
realm of civilization and therefore unworthy of the protections owed to
people from civilized countries. The identity of the Japanese as a barbaric
race, therefore, meant that the United States was not bound by the laws of
war in conducting the conflict in the Pacific. As President Truman put it
in a letter defending the use of the first A-bomb, “When you have to deal
with a beast you have to treat him as a beast. It is most regrettable but
nevertheless true.”'*

There is plenty of evidence that racist stereotypes on both sides increased
the ferocity of combat, and that the viciousness of the fighting further fed
racist beliefs in the Pacific War.'® The argument that racism was the deter-
mining factor in targeting civilians, however, is not convincing. For one,
the very premise of this argument is flawed: the AAF did plenty of incen-
diary bombing of Germany, albeit mostly under cover of raids on railroad
marshalling yards. The stereotype of Allied bombing in Germany is that
while the British torched entire cities with incendiaries, the United States
bombed only war production and industrial targets with high altitude,
precision techniques. The reality, however, is that half of U.S. bombs were
delivered by radar through clouds or bad weather, and accuracy for these
was worse than that for British night bombing. The scholarly consensus
on radar bombing is that it was the functional equivalent of British night
area bombing.!® American commanders acknowledged this fact by using
incendiary-heavy bomb loads on radar-guided missions. American aircraft
also launched almost seventy out-and-out area attacks. The key events that
caused this shift in tactics were the disastrous daylight raids of August
and October 1943, which demonstrated that the balance had shifted “away
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from the bomber and the offense to the fighter and defense.”'”” Indeed, on
close examination, the air campaigns in the two theaters look remarkably
similar: a gradual transition toward less discriminate bombing owing to
prevailing conditions and rising actual and potential costs.'® Yet Americans
were far more racist toward Japanese than toward Germans. Indeed, if rac-
ism was such a strong factor determining military operations, why did the
AAF bother with a precision campaign at all in the Far East? Furthermore,
the atomic bomb was initially developed to be used on Germany and would
surely have been employed had it been ready in time.'” Japan was the vic-
tim of bad timing, not racial identity.

The consensus among historians, moreover, is that racism did not cause
the shift to firebombing in the Far East or the use of the atomic bombs."°
A distinguished scholar of the role of race in the Pacific War, John Dower, ar-
gues that racism on both sides contributed to the brutality of the war by al-
lowing soldiers to view their foes as less than human but does not contend
that racism alone was the determining factor in targeting noncombatants:
“Such dehumanization . . . surely facilitated the decisions to make civilian
populations the targets of concentrated attack, whether by conventional or
nuclear weapons.”""! Underlying racist beliefs—and race hatreds fanned by
wartime atrocities—undoubtedly made the shift to targeting civilians easier
(and allowed American airmen to be much more open about their tactics),
but did not by themselves cause the change from precision to incendiary
attack.

A more convincing answer is provided by the varying susceptibility of
Japanese and German construction to fire. As discussed above, American
planners recognized early on that incendiary bombs would be far more ef-
fective against wooden and paper Japanese construction than against the
stone and brick German housing. In fact, American plans called for an even-
tual shift to firebombing against Japan. Japanese industry was also highly
decentralized, rendering it relatively immune to concentrated high explo-
sive strikes but vulnerable to fire. These conditions led American airmen to
believe that incendiary attack would be more effective versus Japan than
against Germany.

Organization Theory. Organizational culture arguments fail to account for
the firebombing of Japan. As previously discussed, a belief in precision bomb-
ing permeated the AAF in the interwar years, and the air force’s doctrine
and plans called for the bombardment of specific objectives in the enemy’s
industrial economy, not overt attacks on civilians or civilian morale. In the
Pacific, however, the known susceptibility of Japanese cities to fire and the
possibility of bringing the war to an early conclusion quickly prompted air
planners to contemplate torching entire towns. The airmen were still inter-
ested in crippling Japanese war production, but in Japan precision bombing
was not the most efficient way to achieve this goal. The failure of precision
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tactics to achieve decisive results under Hansell and LeMay ensured a shift
to incendiaries in defiance of the AAF’s culture of precision.

By contrast, an argument can be made that parochial organizational inter-
ests were responsible for the AAF’s turn to civilian victimization in World
War II. Specifically, the air force’s quest to become an independent service
required that airpower contribute decisively to victory. As Thomas Searle
puts it, “If USAAF strategic bombing could make a major contribution to
the war effort, it would provide a powerful argument for the service au-
tonomy U.S. airmen had sought for decades.”' “The pressure on Arnold
to prove the decisive nature of strategic bombing was intense,” agrees John
Ray Skates, “not only as a prerequisite for independence but also to justify
the immense effort expended in manpower and money.”""* When faced with
poor results from precision raids on Japanese industry, therefore, air force
leaders turned to incendiary bombing as a means of making a contribution
to the war effort, even if it violated their prewar doctrine.

The air force’s pursuit of organizational independence clearly influenced
some of the AAF’s leading officers and thus played a role in contributing
to the firebombing in Japan. America’s air leaders needed palpable results
to justify an independent service. But other air forces—the RAF and the
Luftwaffe—that were already independent behaved in similar ways: both
first attempted precision attack and later shifted to more indiscriminate tac-
tics owing to ineffectiveness and high loss rates. For the parochial interests
argument to be true, one would have to argue that the escalation to firebomb-
ing would not have occurred had the air force been independent. Moreover,
the organizational argument implies that the failure of precision bombing
was the key factor behind the shift to firebombing, but this ignores the AAF’s
extensive exploration of and planning for incendiary attack in the Pacific the-
ater well before it suffered the loss of a single aircraft over Japan.

A slightly different take on the organizational argument places respon-
sibility for the shift to firebombing on LeMay alone. Conrad Crane, for ex-
ample, points out that LeMay had great autonomy in his command, was not
a product of the ACTS precision doctrine school of thought, pioneered blind
bombing methods in Europe, and led and ordered area raids in Europe
and the Far East."* This argument, however, ultimately fails. Air planners
were well aware of Japan’s vulnerability to fire, and the plans for air at-
tack on Japan called for eventual incendiary raids on urban areas. Even had
Hansell remained in command, the shift in emphasis to firebombing would
have come sooner or later."® Hansell himself points out in his memoirs that
LeMay was not chiefly behind the shift to fire attack: “The change to area
urban incendiary attack, when it finally came, can not be laid directly at
General LeMay’s door. Its initial support came from Twentieth Air Force
Headquarters. And it had begun with the selection of urban targets, after
a revised report on Far East economic objectives was written and issued in
October 1944 by the Committee of Operations Analysts.”''¢
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GERMANY’S LUFTWAFFE: THE BATTLE OF
BRITAIN AND THE BLITZ

The German strategic air offensive known as the Blitz was a campaign of
night bombing that began in late September 1940 and concluded the follow-
ing May. Its goal was to knock Britain out of the war by destroying key indus-
trial objectives and terrorizing the population. The Blitz came on the heels
of the Luftwaffe’s costly failure to win air superiority in the summer of 1940
and prepare the way for Operation Sea Lion, the German invasion of Britain.
Unable to drive English fighter defenses from the sky, and suffering heavy
attrition, the Luftwaffe—contrary to its organizational precepts—shifted to
night bombing and commenced an extended strategic campaign that took
the lives of forty thousand civilians, about half of them in London."”

The Blitz unfolded in three phases."® In the first phase, lasting from mid
September to mid November 1940, the primary target was London, which
was hit with a raid of at least a hundred bombers on all but ten nights for
a total of fifty-eight major strikes. Approximately thirteen thousand people
were killed in this period in London. Phase two of the Blitz targeted British
ports and war production in fourteen cities, beginning with the destruction
of Coventry on the night of November 14 and lasting through mid Feb-
ruary 1941. A pathfinder unit of German medium bombers using X-Gerit
(System X)—a navigational aid consisting of a series of beams that steered
the aircraft to the target and automatically released the bombs—guided the
449 bombers that struck Coventry that night."® The target folder for the
mission specified the aiming points as seventeen aircraft and other arma-
ments factories.'” The raid badly damaged a total of twenty-one industrial
sites, including twelve aircraft factories, and aircraft production suffered a
major setback. As these targets were scattered throughout the city, harm to
civilians was severe: 554 killed and 865 seriously hurt, with one-third of the
city’s houses left uninhabitable. Incendiaries comprised less than 10 percent
of the bombs dropped on Coventry (881 canisters, nearly 32,000 individual
munitions), but they started numerous fires that gutted the medieval center
of the city.'? Overall, the Luftwaffe carried out forty-eight raids during the
second phase, dropping 10,500 tons of bombs.

In final phase of the Blitz, lasting from mid February until the termina-
tion of the campaign in mid May, Hitler directed the Luftwaffe to focus on
ports in support of a blockade policy. Sixty-one large raids were launched
in this three-month period, forty-six of them directed at ports such as Ports-
mouth, Plymouth, and Bristol. London was also struck seven times, raids
that escalated in intensity as the campaign drew to a close. On April 16 and
19, Luftwaffe bombs killed more than a thousand people each night and
wrecked a total of 148,000 houses; on May 10, 1,436 people died, the worst
death toll of the campaign. This crescendo of violence, however, signaled
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an end to the Blitz. Substantial numbers of bombers had already been with-
drawn to support the invasions of Greece and Yugoslavia, and with Opera-
tion Barbarossa looming, by late May only four groups of bombers (down
from a high of forty-four) remained facing Britain.

Historians agree that although the Luftwaffe did not target civilian neigh-
borhoods specifically, the targets they did choose—*“factories, docks, the
government quarter of Whitehall, and the economic and financial centre
of the City of London”—made it “inevitable that a large proportion of the
population would be killed and their houses destroyed,” a development
that Matthew Cooper argues German leaders “positively welcomed” “be-
cause of the impact they hoped it would have upon the British people.”’*
According to Richard Overy, this target set exposed “the gradual abandon-
ment of any pretence that civilians and civilian morale would not become
targets.”' “It cannot be denied,” concludes Horst Boog, “that, in practice,
the German air raids on Britain assumed an indiscriminate nature” judged
by their results, “and that the terrorisation of the civilian population was
accepted as a not unwelcome side-effect.”'*

Historians also agree that as bad as the destruction was in the winter of
1940—41, it could have been worse. Luftwaffe bomb loads, for example, con-
sisted of a relatively low proportion of incendiary bombs. Between Septem-
ber 7, 1940, and May 10, 1941, Luftwaffe bombers dropped a total of 21,774
tons of bombs on London, only 2,633 tons (12 percent) of which were in-
cendiaries. Against the whole of Britain in the same period, the Luftwaffe
delivered 54,420 tons of bombs, with 7,920 tons (just under 15 percent) of
this total consisting of firebombs.'” If the Germans sought only to annihi-
late British civilians, their bomb loads would have included a higher ratio of
incendiary bombs. Furthermore, the Luftwaffe had developed means of de-
livering bombs—such as Knickebein and X-Gerat—with decent accuracy. As
Horst Boog argues, “Development of these navigation systems and automatic
bomb-sights by the Luftwaffe would have made no sense had there been a
decision to go for terror bombing of cities right from the beginning.”'%

In short, German bombers in the Blitz did not seek solely to kill civilians. The
Luftwaffe hoped to demoralize the British population and support a policy of
blockade (or possibly invasion in 1941) through the destruction of war pro-
duction in British cities and concomitant civilian fatalities. Because the bomb-
ing offensive had to proceed at night to avoid untenable losses, however, and
owing to the inability at that time to avoid hitting noncombatants when a
military target was located in an urban area, civilian losses were high.

German Bombing Doctrine

Unlike air doctrine in the United States and Great Britain, which tilted
heavily toward strategic bombing, German air doctrine in the interwar
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years remained fairly balanced between tactical and strategic missions.
German fliers saw their role first and foremost as winning and maintain-
ing air superiority, then as providing indirect support to advancing ground
forces by bombing targets behind enemy lines and interdicting the supply
and deployment of enemy forces (a mixture of close air support and opera-
tional interdiction missions), and finally as destroying the enemy’s centers
of power, namely his armaments production capability (strategic interdic-
tion)."”” As R. J. Overy remarks, “The German air force became committed
to limited strategic bombing” within the confines of the demands of the
other armed services."® Conspicuously absent from this doctrine was the
idea of bombing civilians to affect morale: “In fact,” writes James Corum,
“the Luftwaffe did not have a policy of terror bombing civilians as part of
its doctrine prior to World War I1.”'%

The Early Campaigns

Germany opened the set of conflicts we now call the Second World War
with a series of victories stunning for their speed and audacity. First Poland,
then Norway and Denmark, and finally France and the Low Countries fell
before the Wehrmacht’s onslaught. In each of these campaigns, airpower
played a substantial role in subduing Germany’s victims, but the impact of
bombing on noncombatants corresponded to the ease or difficulty of the mil-
itary situation. Against Poland, the Luftwaffe largely avoided civilians until
the siege of Warsaw threatened to prolong the fighting and inflict heavy ca-
sualties on the army. Hitler could ill-afford the costly and protracted urban
fighting it would have taken to subdue the 100,000 Polish defenders in the
city, especially with his western frontier denuded of troops and defense-
less in the face of a possible French invasion.” As the commander-in-chief
of the German Army, General Walther von Brauchitsch, commented to his
staff, “Every day of calm in the West is for me a gift from God.”**! In this
atmosphere of strategic haste, and facing a costly, prolonged urban battle
for Warsaw, the Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe together unleashed an intense
bombardment on Warsaw in order to cow its inhabitants and defenders to
surrender.” In the wake of this pummeling, in which about ten thousand
civilians died, Polish forces in the city surrendered on September 28.'%

German operations in the West in 1940, on the other hand, succeeded
quickly without such complications, and thus the Luftwaffe largely stuck to
its doctrine of providing close air support to the ground forces, operational
interdiction, and limited strategic bombing of military targets. Operation
Weserubung, for example, directed against Denmark and Norway in April
1940, achieved complete surprise: the Danes surrendered without a fight on
the morning of the attack and the invading Germans occupied Norway’s
major cities and ports by the end of the first day.'* The overwhelming vic-
tory the Germans achieved in the Battle of France—due in large part to
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careful strategic planning—again obviated the need for strategic bombing of
civilian targets; the Luftwaffe thus concentrated on knocking out the enemy
air forces and providing close air support to the advancing panzers.'®® The
lone exception to this pattern—the bombing of Rotterdam—occurred when
Dutch resistance—like at Warsaw—threatened to transform a quick German
victory into a protracted siege."** Even here, however, the air attack pro-
ceeded by mistake as German and Dutch officers were negotiating terms.'”

After finishing with France and the Low Countries, Hitler turned his at-
tention to England. Hitler believed that the British would eventually seek
terms from the Reich rather than fight on alone. As John Ray puts it, Hitler
“was prepared to wait for Britain. He believed that sooner or later she
would have to accept the reality of her position and sue for peace.”*** Until
July 1940, therefore, the German strategy to defeat England was based on
blockade (but not a starvation blockade), and German bombing in the early
summer of 1940 concentrated on ports, military installations, and coastal
shipping. Later, after Hitler ordered preparations for an invasion of Great
Britain (Operation Sea Lion) on July 11, the Luftwaffe attempted to destroy
the British fighter force to gain air superiority over the English Channel
and southern England. The initial stages of this battle proved enormously
costly to the Luftwaffe, which—in a last ditch effort to destroy RAF Fighter
Command—pressed for massive attacks on London, heretofore prohibited
by Hitler. Hitler vacated his ban on London in early September owing to
British strikes on Berlin (probably calculated to relieve the pressure on RAF
Fighter Command by provoking the Germans to retaliate with city bomb-
ing), and the Luftwaffe opened a new phase of the attack by launching large
bomber raids against targets in London.” British fighters savaged these
strikes, however, forcing the Luftwaffe to abandon daytime operations and
continue its offensive against Britain at night.

Hitler’s Beliefs and Luftwaffe Capabilities

Hitler’s war directives and his conduct of the war up to the summer of
1940 indicated his inclination to limit the impact of the air war on civilians.
As already indicated, the Luftwaffe lacked the ability and doctrine to pros-
ecute extended campaigns of punishment bombing. Moreover, Hitler con-
sciously limited German air strikes on cities in order to protect Germany
from counterstrikes. “The German restraints in the campaign through the
Low Countries and France,” argues George Quester, “had demonstrated a
continuing desire to impress distinctions on the Allies which would prevent
a heavy assault on German cities.” Hitler further hoped to convince Britain
to make peace after the fall of France and hoped that “the possession of intact
cities might make the British feel that they had more to gain by peace.”'*

Hitler’s early war directives also show a clear desire to keep German
bombers away from British cities. Directive No. 1 for the Conduct of the

[145]



Targeting Civilians in War

War, issued on August 31, 1939, prohibited air attacks on the British main-
land."! War Directive No. 9, published on November 29, called for the de-
struction of the British war economy, but limited air operations to attacks
on shipping until Germany acquired bases closer to England.'** OKW, the
military high command, similarly ordered that air operations against Brit-
ain should not be escalated until Germany was in possession of the channel
coast.”® Only on May 24, 1940 (in Directive No. 13), did Hitler authorize
attacks on military targets in Britain itself.**

Hitler’s reluctance to bomb Britain, while largely explained by deterrence
and his desire to reach an accommodation with the British, also stemmed
from his belief that airpower had a limited ability to achieve political goals
on its own. The Fiihrer, for example, told his service chiefs that “a country
could not ‘be brought to defeat by an air force,”” and predicted that a war
with Britain would be long and difficult.'*® Surprisingly, Luftwaffe generals
agreed with Hitler. A Luftwaffe study at the time of the Munich Crisis in
1938 argued that the German Air Force could achieve little in a potential
war against England and that to fight with the resources then at its disposal
appeared “fruitless.”* Another study from 1939 accurately predicted the
likely course of an air offensive against Britain: operations staffers “held out
little hope of success in an onslaught against Britain’s fighter force as a pre-
liminary to a general attack at a later date. Conditions favoured the defence,
and it was considered that losses suffered by the attacking forces would
be prohibitively high.”'*” The air force high command’s view in May-June
1940 was that “with existing forces, the Luftwaffe on its own lacked the
necessary strength to gain a decisive victory over Britain.”'#

Phase One: Kanalkampf

This first phase of concerted air operations against Britain, often referred
to as the Kanalkampf (channel war), lasted for roughly six weeks starting
July 1, 1940, but achieved no decisive results. Luftwaffe chief Hermann
Goring, in his General Directions for the Operation of the Luftwaffe against
England issued on June 30, designated the destruction of Fighter Command
as the principal objective of the air campaign.'” The Germans hoped that
strikes on British shipping and ports would draw English fighters into the
air where the Luftwalffe’s elite single-engine fighter—the Bf 109—could de-
stroy them."* Goring’s order also “stressed that every effort should be made
to avoid unnecessary loss of life amongst the civil population.”*!

British fighters, however, assiduously avoided engaging their German
counterparts. Chief of Fighter Command Hugh Dowding knew that only
German bombers could destroy Britain’s vital industries or Fighter Com-
mand’s bases. As one RAF pilot later put it, “We RAF fighters were not
in the least interested in the German fighters—except insofar as they were
interested in us. Our job was defense. German fighters could do no harm
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to Britain. German bombers with their deadly loads were the menace. Our
orders were to seek them out and destroy them.”!*

The battle did not go well for the Luftwaffe. In the four weeks between
July 10 and August 8, Luftwaffe bombers sank only 40,000 tons of British
coastal shipping, a paltry 1 percent of the 4 million tons then operating.
To destroy this meager tonnage, German aircraft suffered heavily. In five
weeks of operations after July 1, Luftwaffe aircraft losses were nearly dou-
ble those of Fighter Command, 279 against 142; 181 of the German losses
were bombers.'> Relative loss rates for the entire Battle of Britain are dis-
played in table 4.4.

Phase Two: Adlerangriff

Observing the evident failure of the Kanalkampf to destroy Fighter Com-
mand or isolate Britain from trade, Hitler issued Directive No. 16 calling
for an invasion of Great Britain. To support Operation Sea Lion, Hitler au-
thorized unlimited air and sea operations against Britain to begin anytime
after August 5, with the proviso that London was to remain off limits.'*
Air superiority was vital to a cross-channel invasion, so the destruction of
Fighter Command remained the central goal of air operations: “The English
Air Force must be so reduced morally and physically that it is unable to
deliver any significant attack against the German crossing.”'*

To achieve this goal, however, the new plan—designated Adlerangriff
(Eagle Attack)—adopted a different means: attack British fighters not only
in the air, but also on the ground through the destruction of airfields, radar
stations, and related infrastructure in a thirteen-day offensive south and
southeast of London.'* To carry out this plan the Luftwaffe deployed almost
2,300 serviceable aircraft facing England: 963 fighters and 1,314 bombers
(316 single-engine “Stukas” and 998 twin-engine aircraft of various makes).
In the crucial category of single-engine fighters in the southern sector of op-
erations (Fighter Command’s 10 and 11 Groups), the Germans possessed a
superiority of 702 Bf 109s to 312 British Hurricanes and Spitfires, more than
a two to one advantage.'”

Table 4.4. German and British aircraft lost in combat, July-September 1940

July 1- August August 24— September September
August 8 13-18 September 6 7-15 16-30 Total
Germany 279 247 308 174 199 1,207
Britain 142 131 273 131 115 792

Source: Figures are from Matthew Cooper, The German Air Force 1933-1945: An Anatomy of Failure
(London: Jane’s Publishing, 1981), 129, 140, 141, 145, 154-55, 158.
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A Disastrous Beginning. Adlerangriff opened disastrously for the Luftwaffe
on August 13: the Germans lost 45 aircraft to Fighter Command’s 13. Over-
all, the British emerged from the first week of Adlerangriff (August 13-18)
with a significant edge over the Luftwaffe—131 British fighters lost to 247
German aircraft. Germany’s medium bombers, the Ju 88 and the He 111, its
primary dive bomber, the Ju 87 “Stuka,” and its twin-engine fighter, the Bf
110, all turned out to be too slow and poorly maneuverable to escape from
Britain’s single-engine fighters, leaving only the single-engine Bf 109 as the
equal of the British Hurricanes and Spitfires.

Two raids in particular devastated the German bomber force. First, on
August 15 (known as “Black Thursday” to the Luftwaffe), British fighters
annihilated unescorted German bombers and Bf 110s attacking northern
Britain from Norway, shooting down twenty-two aircraft at no cost to them-
selves.'® The results of this raid, according to Williamson Murray, “proved
once and for all that unsupported daylight bomber operations against
Britain were nearly impossible.”’* As a result, German Bf 109s had to escort
the operations of every other type of aircraft (even the Bf 110, nominally a
fighter) in addition to conducting their own attacks on Fighter Command.

Second, on August 18, German dive-bombers attacking RAF airfields in
southern England suffered appalling losses with twenty-eight shot down,
forcing Goring to withdraw the remaining Stukas from action the follow-
ing day.'®® The Stukas, which had performed so well in Poland and France,
were no match for determined fighter resistance and could not be escorted
properly because of their slow cruising speed.

German losses, even more than those of Fighter Command, were un-
sustainable. The Luftwaffe lost 284 aircraft in the first week of Adlerangriff,
12.5 percent of those engaged in the battle.'® During the month of August,
total losses amounted to 774, a full 18.5 percent of the combat aircraft in the
Luftwaffe inventory on August 1.

The Battle Equalizes. Despite these heavy losses, German bombers con-
tinued to hammer RAF airfields and the battle began to equalize. In the
second phase of Adlerangriff (August 24-September 6), the Germans nearly
pulled even in the loss-exchange ratio, destroying 273 British fighters while
losing 308 total aircraft (109 bombers). Overall, the British lost 657 fighters
to all causes in the four weeks after August 8. Fighter Command’s frontline
strength remained about the same as it had at the commencement of the
battle, but its reserves were dwindling. Moreover, Fighter Command began
to experience a shortage of experienced pilots. Matthew Cooper argues that
the Germans were four to five weeks away from attaining air superiority
in early September, and Peter Townsend opines that “with the combined
weight of its bombers and fighters, the Luftwaffe was gradually overpow-
ering Fighter Command.”'*®
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The Germans, however, were running out of time. Shipping for the inva-
sion was assembled, but Hitler repeatedly postponed the date, waiting for
the Luftwaffe to knock out Fighter Command. But the pesky British showed
no signs of cracking, and soon the Germans would face poor weather. With
a sense of desperation, Luftwaffe leaders turned to London as the last re-
maining target that would draw out the British fighters where they could
be destroyed. As Williamson Murray puts it, “The impact of losses over
southern England combined with inclinations already present in Luftwaffe
doctrine to induce a change in German air strategy early in September.”'¢*
Hitler approved this target change on September 5, lifting his ban on bomb-
ing the British capital out of anger at Bomber Command raids on Berlin
ordered by Churchill in retaliation for the accidental bombing of London by
twelve German aircraft on the night of August 24. This mishap, of course,
was made possible by the Luftwaffe’s unsustainable daylight bomber losses
over Britain, which forced the Germans to begin bombing at night. With
Hitler now in the mood for reprisals, the Luftwaffe turned to round-the-
clock bombing of military targets in London.

The Bombers Head for London. The new attacks commenced on September 7
with a strike on the docklands in London. For all of Hitler’s bloodthirsty
rhetoric about killing British civilians, the main objective of Luftwaffe at-
tacks on London at this point was still to destroy the RAF, not terrorize
the populace. Many civilians were indeed killed—1,000 on the night of
September 7, 412 on September 8, 370 on September g—but undermining
morale was only a secondary goal.'® General Albert Kesselring, commander
of Luftflotte 2, “pressed for an all-out attack on the capital. Apart from its
value as a target, chances were good that London’s morale might crack.”
Kesselring and others recommended attacks on residential neighborhoods,
but Hitler would not allow it. Hitler rejected the intentional targeting of resi-
dential areas suggested to him by Luftwaffe chief of staff Hans Jeschonnek
on September 14, for example, ordering that “although the target area has
been extended, air raids on London will continue to be directed primarily
against installations of military importance and vital facilities in the city, in-
cluding train stations. Terror raids on purely residential areas should only
be a last resort to exert pressure and, therefore, should not be used at this
time.”'*” The will of the populace might indeed break, but it would do so as a
result of strikes on military targets, not from the all-out slaughter of civilians.

The German air fleets flying against Britain numbered 1,524 operational
aircraft (772 of them bombers) on September 7, compared to 746 serviceable
Hurricanes and Spitfires for Fighter Command.'® Deceived by their own
inflated kill estimates, however, Luftwaffe leaders convinced themselves
that the RAF was on its last legs. The Germans, therefore, launched mas-
sive daylight raids totaling over thirteen hundred sorties on September 15
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designed to deliver the coup de grace to Fighter Command only to be
stunned when the British met the raiders with huge clouds of fighters. The
Luftwaffe was routed, its attacks broken up and its bombs dropped wildly
at a cost of 56 aircraft to the RAF’s 26.1%° This trend continued for the rest of
the month until Goring terminated the daylight missions owing to unen-
durable losses: from September 16 to September 30 his forces had lost 199
aircraft, more than 13 percent of the aircraft available on the 7th."”® Opera-
tion Sea Lion—postponed indefinitely by the Fiihrer on September 17—was
canceled for good on October 12.

Phase Three: The Blitz

The defensive advantage of fighters over bombers—even heavily escorted
bombers—resulted in severe losses for the Luftwaffe and the failure of the
daylight bombing of Britain in 1940. “The Luftwaffe simply could not sus-
tain constant large-scale daytime bomber sorties,” concludes Telford Taylor.
“Fighter Command’s defense was too fierce, and the strain and the losses
suffered by the German crews too great.”'”* Heavy casualties in the opening
days of Adlerangriff prompted a partial shift to night bombing in late Au-
gust, a shift consummated by the disastrous massed day raids of September.
Although most historians give September 7 as the opening of the Blitz, this
date actually marks the beginning of the final segment of Adlerangriff, when
the goal was still the destruction of Fighter Command by large-scale attacks
on London.'” The failure of these raids to achieve their objective meant that
Germany could not invade Britain in 1940. Hitler thus had only one weapon
left in his arsenal, namely night bombardment of England’s cities to destroy
civilian morale: “It was hoped that a heavy bombardment would destroy its
citizens” will to resist, and that this, together with the economic blockade,
would induce the Government to sue for peace.”*”® This strategy offered the
possibility, however remote, of defeating Britain without an invasion while
also lowering Luftwaffe bomber losses to an acceptable level.

Three factors were important in bringing about the gradual shift in Ger-
man aerial operations from attrition and defeat of the RAF by day to destruc-
tion of British war industry and civilian morale by night. Probably the most
important was the crippling losses sustained by the German bomber force.
Already in the first week of Adlerangriff, the magnitude of the damage was
so severe that Goring ordered that flight crews should consist of no more
than one officer.!”* Goring also drastically increased the size of fighter escorts
for bomber missions and withdrew the dive-bomber force. The shift to night
bombing radically curtailed bomber losses: in the two months from Septem-
ber 7 to November 13, 1940, the Luftwaffe lost only 100 aircraft on night op-
erations over Britain.'””> Fighter Command, so deadly in daylight, could do
little by night, having few night fighters of indifferent quality. The Germans,
notes Matthew Cooper, “soon realised that night attacks represented a safe
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way of proceeding with the war against Britain. . . . The Luftwaffe’s bombers,
which by day were so vulnerable, had, in the autumn of 1940, little to fear by
night.”" Yet the decrease in aircraft losses was not a victory for the Luftwaffe,
as one historian notes: “Arguably the continued bombing campaign was ac-
tually an admission of defeat, a desperate alternative to the direct, annihilat-
ing contest with Fighter Command that, had the Luftwaffe emerged victori-
ous, would have enabled it to rule the skies over England.”"””

Moreover, although Goring’s generals believed they were destroying
Britain’s fighter force at a rapid pace, air superiority was not being gained
quickly enough. Many Luftwaffe officers argued that only by attacking
London could they force Fighter Command to commit its entire force where
it could be destroyed. The first few weeks of the round-the-clock offensive
versus London, therefore, supported the goal of knocking out the RAF. As
is well known, of course, by turning the attack toward London, Goring pro-
vided battered Fighter Command with a much-needed breather from the
strikes on its bases, and is widely regarded as the key blunder that lost
Germany the battle.

Finally, there is the matter of the British raids on Berlin, which provoked
Hitler into revoking the ban on bombing London. Most historians argue
that Churchill ordered these missions hoping that Hitler would retaliate
in kind against London, thus easing the pressure on a beleaguered Fighter
Command—a rare example of a leader inviting strikes on his own civilian
population to reduce his country’s military losses.'”® Hitler did indeed send
his bombers to London, but Churchill’s provocation only quickened a deci-
sion that probably would have come sooner or later anyway owing to rising
losses and Luftwaffe preferences.'”” Goring and his generals were already
pressing for a decisive move against London to destroy the RAF indepen-
dently of the pinprick Bomber Command raids on Berlin, and later hoped
to knock Britain out of the war with airpower alone. Reprisal was undoubt-
edly a motive for sending the Luftwaffe’s bombers against the British capi-
tal, but they would have gotten there eventually even without the attacks
on Berlin.

Having failed to force Britain to come to terms with blockade, and with
invasion rendered impossible by the failure to win air superiority, Hitler
chose to continue the war against “perfidious Albion” with the only means
at his disposal that was not prohibitively costly: night bombing. This is the
conclusion reached by R. J. Overy:

Thus when Goring turned the bombers against London in the Battle of
Britain and the Blitz, it was not just out of the desire for reprisals against
British raids on Germany, but because it was now hoped that, everything
else having failed, Terrorangriffe would bring the British to their senses. The
attacks were also combined with instructions to attack “the armaments in-
dustry (particularly air armament). The important harbours. London will be
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attacked constantly night and day in order to destroy the city.” The Blitz was
an extension of this strategic aim, and was forced on the Luftwaffe because
of the high combat attrition suffered through daylight raids. Thus gradually
during the course of the Battle of Britain the German leadership began to
move more towards the concept of a full strategic air offensive for the first
time. This was not to be a limited strategic operation, but an offensive like
that planned and prepared by the British: to bring the war to an end through
the exercise of air power.'®

Alternative Explanations

None of the alternative explanations for civilian victimization offer con-
vincing accounts of the Blitz. I focus below on regime type and organiza-
tional theory, since I have uncovered no evidence that key German leaders
viewed the British as barbarians.

Regime Type. The Blitz is superficially consistent with the norms version
of the regime-type hypothesis: Nazi Germany was a dictatorship, and it
victimized noncombatants. The details of the case, however, contradict
both versions of the argument. Hitler repeatedly forbade his military com-
manders from striking directly at urban neighborhoods, restraint that is not
attributable to liberal norms. In general, Hitler’s directives and utterances
portray him as viewing intentional attacks on civilians with airpower as a
last resort, and his actions show that he used this instrument in a reprisal
mode, attempting to punish and deter attacks on German cities.'”®" Since
Germany was not a liberal democracy, Hitler’s restrained application of air-
power versus civilians undermines the norms argument.

The case evidence also contradicts the institutions hypothesis. For a
leader not subject to public recall, Hitler worried extensively about his
popularity among the German people, suggesting that this concern is not
peculiar to democratic leaders. In general, Hitler’s regime was remarkably
cost-sensitive, possibly because of its reluctance to mobilize German society
for modern war. The Fiihrer and his Wehrmacht developed a strategy and
force structure designed to win lightning victories so as not to cause much
displacement to the civilian economy. The war in Russia showed how ill-
suited this military system was for a protracted war. This way of waging
war also explains why Hitler was so quick to retaliate against Britain for air
strikes on Berlin, which he believed would bring the war home to the civil-
ian population, exactly what he was trying to prevent.

Organization Theory. Some scholars argue that German restraint in bomb-
ing Britain is explained by the “culture of land power” in Germany’s armed
forces and the Luftwaffe’s orientation toward supporting the operations of
the army rather than undertaking independent strategic operations. The
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culture of land power also shaped the Luftwaffe’s capabilities, encouraging
the development of medium and dive bombers but discouraging pursuit of
a heavy bomber.'"® As a result, the Luftwaffe never acquired a four-engine
bomber on par with the British Lancaster or the American B-17 or B-29. In
sum, according to this view, “The Luftwaffe, like the army that fathered it,
relied on furthering the land campaign and viewed the defeat of enemy
forces, not the destruction of civilian morale, as the key to victory.”*#

The Luftwaffe’s organizational culture—along with Hitler’s skepticism of
airpower and his preference for hitting military targets—helps explain the
form the Blitz took, and the fact that it was not even worse. The argument,
however, faces three anomalies. First, it maintains that the Luftwaffe’s cul-
ture of ground support determined German restraint, but fails to acknowl-
edge that Hitler—a civilian—was the key decision-maker. Although Hitler
served in the army in World War I, it is not clear that Hitler’s beliefs regard-
ing the inefficacy of airpower to win wars on its own stemmed from his
earlier immersion in the culture of land power or from some other cause.

Second, proponents of the cultural explanation contend that the Luftwaffe
championed counterforce bombing and restraint with regard to noncomba-
tants, but in fact several Luftwaffe generals—including Luftwaffe chief of
staff Hans Jeschonnek and commander of Luftflotte 2 Albert Kesselring—
became the most vocal advocates of bombing London as the Battle of Brit-
ain wore on.' Hitler—the civilian—consistently dismissed these calls and
insisted on restraint, most likely because he still held out the faint hope that
the British could be convinced to come to terms with Germany, and he did
not wish to alienate them unduly by bombing civilians.

Finally, the cultural argument largely ignores the reality that the Luftwaffe
actually engaged in a nine-month campaign of indiscriminate night bomb-
ing of British cities that killed forty thousand people. It may not have been
as severe as that conducted later by Bomber Command against Germany,
but the bombing was curtailed by Hitler’s plan to invade the Soviet Union.
A skeptic might respond that the cultural argument does not predict infi-
nite restraint when that restraint is not reciprocated by the enemy. But this
gets the timing backward: the Germans began their systematic campaign
against British cities well before Bomber Command inflicted more than a
handful of pinpricks on German cities. From the time Germany invaded
Poland until the Battle of France, Bomber Command’s operations consisted
mostly of raids on naval vessels and dropping leaflets. Some limited bomb-
ing of German oil and rail targets began on May 15, 1940, but more effort
was devoted to leafleting, mining the North Sea, and attacking German
invasion barges, coastal shipping, and aircraft targets. After the Blitz was
well underway, the Air Ministry designated oil as the primary target on
October 30, with undermining civilian morale as a secondary objective. Of
course, owing to the radical inaccuracy of British bombing, “the Germans
were scarcely aware that their oil resources were supposed to have been
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the object of a systematic British assault.”'® Bomber Command launched
its first explicit area raid on Mannheim in mid December, but this attack
was ordered as a reprisal for the Luftwaffe’s destruction of Coventry the
previous month. It was not until July 9, 1941, that civilian morale rose to
the top of the list of priorities, and only in 1942 did major urban area raids
begin. Unless one is willing to ascribe the entirety of the Blitz to the largely
symbolic Bomber Command reprisal attacks on Berlin in August 1940 and a
handful of ineffective missions against industrial targets, the “Blitz as repri-
sal” argument is not credible. Indeed, the damage from the August 24 raid
was so slight that German propaganda minister Josef Goebbels was forced
to make it worse to gain any propaganda value from it. As one historian
comments, “So feeble were the British efforts against German soil in the
autumn of 1940 that Goebbels had to resort to faking British ‘atrocities’ to
rouse the German public.”'%

The parochial organizational interest argument is even less persuasive
because the Luftwaffe was already an independent military service. Even
had bombing forced the British to seek an accommodation with Germany,
the Luftwaffe would never have supplanted the army as the preeminent
service.

THE evidence presented in this chapter supports the conclusion that esca-
lating or expected military costs and desperation to achieve victory lead to
civilian victimization. Against Japan, the high costs and poor performance
of precision bombing—as well as the prospective costs to American troops
of invading the Japanese home islands—influenced the decision to inciner-
ate Japanese cities. Overwhelming majorities of the American public and
U.S. political leaders approved of these policies in full knowledge of the
price being paid by enemy civilians. Escalating costs to the Luftwaffe—and
the faint hope that punishing bombardment of cities might vanquish British
morale—also prompted the German Blitz.

Several distinguished scholars of airpower in World War II have noted
that over the course of the conflict, existing moral constraints eroded until,
by the end, few questioned the morality of obliterating more than one hun-
dred thousand civilians with atomic weaponry. Richard Davis, for exam-
ple, maintains that while American bombers over Germany tried to attack
military objectives as much as they could, “the harsh realities of total war
made it preferable to bomb something rather than nothing at all.”'® “De-
spite the poor accuracy of blind bombing,” notes Gary Shandroff, “the pro-
portion of radar missions continued to increase. It seemed logical to many
in the Air Force that inaccurate bombing was better than no bombing at
all.”’® Shandroff remarks that this shift in emphasis occurred “within a
milieu dominated by one central theme: the drive to achieve military vic-
tory. When conflicting doctrines and policies clashed, they were judged by
the pragmatic test of military efficacy and the degree to which they would
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contribute to victory. Moral and political considerations were secondary.”'%
Finally, Barton Bernstein argues that the war caused a redefinition of moral-
ity that allowed Hiroshima and Nagasaki to occur, so that by 1945, “there
were few moral restraints left in what had become virtually a total war.
Even FDR’s prewar concern for sparing enemy civilians had fallen by the
wayside. In that new moral climate, any nation that had the A-bomb would
probably have used it against enemy peoples. . . . America was not morally
unique—ijust technologically exceptional. Only it had the bomb, and so only
it used it.”*

This chapter demonstrates the causal underpinnings of this erosion of
moral restraint. Most governments began to fight by targeting military
forces. But when victory appeared imperiled, or the costs of fighting be-
came unacceptable, even societies that found bombing of civilians morally
abhorrent—and military organizations that preferred precision bombing
of military targets—turned to civilian victimization as a means to manage
costs and produce victory by eroding enemy morale or undermining the
adversary’s ability to resist.
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Guerrilla Warfare, Counterinsurgency,
and Civilian Victimization

The Second Anglo-Boer War

Although uncommon in the dataset used for the statistical analysis in this
book, guerrilla warfare is an important cause of civilian victimization.' In
a study of mass killing since 1945, for example, Benjamin Valentino, Paul
Huth, and Dylan Balch-Lindsay find that guerrilla wars in which the gov-
ernment faces a militarily threatening insurgency with widespread popular
support are very likely to result in mass murder by the incumbents.? Fur-
thermore, data compiled by Ivan Arreguin-Toft shows that strong actors are
far more likely to use “barbarous” strategies that violate the laws of war
and harm noncombatants when battling weak actors who employ guerrilla
strategies.?

The statistical evidence is mixed, however, regarding the effect of regime
type on the likelihood that states will victimize civilians as part of a coun-
terinsurgency strategy. Valentino and his colleagues, for instance, find that
democracy exerts a significant restraining effect on mass killing in mili-
tary conflicts—the vast majority of which were guerrilla/civil wars—since
World War 1II. In a limited study of twenty-five wars, Michael Engelhardt
opines that the “literature confirms the assumption that nondemocratic re-
gimes are free to use much harsher tactics in dealing with insurgency than
are democratic regimes.”* An analysis of Toft’s data on strategic choice in
asymmetric wars in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, however, shows
that democracies are not significantly less likely than autocracies to use
barbarous strategies. Nor are democracies significantly less prone to vic-
timize civilians in imperial and colonial wars.? Even Engelhardt notes that
the examples of democratic successes in counterinsurgency—which they
achieved without recourse to excessive brutality—occurred exclusively in
low-cost wars (with a mean killed-in-action figure of 639, compared to an
average of 14,508 fatalities in the democratic failures).® This fact undermines
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his claim that democracies are more humane in conducting counterinsur-
gency warfare; it simply shows that the enemies they faced in these wars
were weak, and thus the conflicts were easily won without recourse to
harsher measures.

In this chapter I argue that democracies historically have not been less
prone than other types of regimes to use civilian victimization when com-
bating guerrilla insurgencies in foreign lands. States fighting guerrilla
insurgencies use violence against ordinary people as a means to defeat a
rebellion. This violence generally takes two forms. In the first, belligerents
employ targeted killings or indiscriminate reprisal massacres in order to
convince the population to stop supporting a rebellion. In the second, bel-
ligerents simply try to make it impossible for people to help the insurgents
by killing the population or otherwise removing it from the battle area.

The armies of democracies do not typically commit large-scale, face-to-
face massacres. Democratic armies do commit atrocities, of course, but they
tend to occur as unpremeditated revenge or reprisal measures rather than
as part of a calculated, premeditated strategy. On the other hand, democra-
cies are not shy about using targeted killings of known or suspected civil-
ian supporters of insurgencies, such as during the Battle of the Casbah in
Algeria or the Phoenix Program in Vietnam. The most common democratic
counterinsurgency strategies, however, are those that seek to isolate the
civilian population from the insurgents by concentrating the people in pro-
tected camps or villages. In this scenario, the incumbent does not intend
to destroy the population per se; on the contrary, it would much rather
control the people than kill them. Unfortunately, because the incumbent
believes it cannot prevent the civilian population from helping the insur-
gents, it attempts to make it impossible for them to do so rather than try-
ing to dissuade them. Democracies rarely kill these people outright; rather,
they force thousands—sometimes millions—to move to fortified camps or
communities that are rarely provided with adequate food, water, or medi-
cal care. Unsurprisingly—and quite forseeably—thousands die of disease,
malnutrition, and hunger.

Through an in-depth examination of the Second Anglo-Boer War (1899—
1902), I demonstrate in this chapter the causal link between the rising mil-
itary costs and delayed victory stemming from a defender’s choice of a
guerrilla strategy and the choice to target noncombatants.

THE Logic oF CIVILIAN VICTIMIZATION
IN GUERRILLA WARS
In guerrilla wars, civilian victimization can help defeat an insurgency

in two ways. First, incumbents target some noncombatants for violence in
order to deter others from providing support to the enemy. The goal of this
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tactic is not to eliminate or destroy the population, but rather to convert
it to one’s cause by demonstrating that those (and/or their families) who
aid the other side will meet an untimely and perhaps gruesome demise.
Second, government forces sometimes dispense with selective uses of force
entirely and try to separate the insurgents physically from their base of sup-
port in the population. In this scenario, incumbents either kill or relocate
large numbers of civilians in order to make it physically impossible for in-
surgents to obtain food, shelter, recruits, or intelligence from the people.

A successful insurgency relies on a supportive population.” In addition to
needing a favorable physical environment—such as mountainous, forested,
or jungle-covered terrain, or a sanctuary in a neighboring country—guerrillas
require a civilian population that acquiesces in their presence for two rea-
sons. First, the people serve as another form of camouflage for the insurgents.
Should superior government units deploy into a guerrilla-infested area, in-
surgents can simply stash their weapons and blend into the surrounding
population. Second, a sympathetic populace provides the means of survival
for a guerrilla force: food, shelter, intelligence on the whereabouts of the in-
cumbent’s forces, and military manpower. As Mao Zedong put it, the people
are the water in which the fish—the guerrillas—swim.

The trouble with pursuing a “direct” strategy of battlefield victory against
a guerrilla force is that it is difficult to distinguish between irregular forces
and noncombatants. Finding the insurgents thus poses a serious problem:
they tend to disappear when the government’s army approaches, only to re-
appear when it moves on. Moreover, guerrillas avoid pitched battles on the
strong actor’s terms, striking only at times and places of their own choos-
ing. In Vietnam, for instance, the Vietcong initiated more than go percent
of the small-unit actions; American operations, by contrast, made contact
with the enemy less than 1 percent of the time.® This means that as long as
the guerrillas have sanctuaries and access to the population, defeating them
will be a protracted process, raising the possibility that the strong actor will
run out of patience and give up. This is why striking at insurgents via the
population is so attractive to strong actors.

Civilian victimization as a counterinsurgency strategy takes the supposed
strength of guerrilla warfare—the camouflage and support provided by the
civilian population—and turns it into a deadly weakness. If the population
is the water in which the guerrilla/fish swim, then counterinsurgency aims
to “drain the sea,” thereby exposing the fish for easy killing. To achieve
this separation of insurgents from civilians, incumbents have two options:
(1) kill some or all of the civilians or (2) move them. Massacres—whether
aimed only at known enemy supporters and their families on the one hand,
or atentire villages where guerrillas are known to be active on the other—are
supposed to deter people from providing aid and comfort to the enemy."
The logic of massacre is well illustrated by a report to the French Minister
of War following the Setif massacre in Algeria in May 1945, during which
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French settlers and military forces killed roughly three thousand Algerian
Muslims in retaliation for an armed uprising in the town: “The real objec-
tives of this military demonstration . . . were to . . . carry out an operation of
intimidation; strike the imagination of the masses of Kabylie by a visible
development of massive military means; constituting a deterrent to the in-
tents of the nationalist agitators.”" “Most people,” notes Tom Marks, “sit on
the sidelines” of a conflict until supporting one side or the other becomes in
their interest. “Terror,” Marks continues, “is but one tool for creating such
an interest. . . . Providing it is not abused, then, terror, while it may alienate
some, also fortifies others. At the margins, it can push an undecided group
into support it would otherwise not give.” Massacres by guerrillas follow
the same logic. According to Stathis Kalyvas, for example, “Most victims of
the summer 1997 massacres [in Algeria] were Islamist sympathizers who
had either abandoned the rebels or were getting ready to. The rebels killed
them to ‘make an example’ of them: to signal the cost of defection and thus
deter it.”"?

The second option for cutting the link between insurgents and the popu-
lation is to deny the rebels access to the people by relocating or concen-
trating the civilian population in protected areas. The goal of a policy of
regroupment need not be to kill the population—although it certainly can
be—but rather to reduce the insurgents’ ability to fight and make them
easier to destroy by removing all people from their operating areas, thus
depriving the guerrillas of the food, shelter, and intelligence they need to
survive. During the Second Italo-Sanusi War, for example, which was fought
in Libya from 1923 to 1932, Italian commander Rodolfo Graziani emptied
the sea, interning 80,000 to 100,000 people in concentration camps en-
closed in barbed wire. “The colonialist goal was to separate the resistance
from its social base,” writes Ali Ahmida. “In taking this step,” argues
E. E. Evans-Pritchard, “the Italians were doing no more than others had
done before them and have done after them, for an army fighting guerril-
las is fighting an entire population.”®® Similarly, Guenter Lewy argues that
“MACYV [Military Assistance Command Vietnam] really believed ... that
forcible relocation of the civilian population would hasten the end of the war
and was the most effective way of depriving the VC of supplies and man-
power—the water in which they swam.”" Evidence also suggests that much
of the displacement of ethnic Albanians in Kosovo by Slobodan MiloSevi¢'s
security forces prior to the date of NATO'’s attack was as part of a counterin-
surgency strategy directed against the Kosovo Liberation Army."”

If the government concludes that the civilian population, or some por-
tion thereof, is irrevocably hostile, then a policy of mass murder may be
substituted for one of removal. In this case, the resilience of the guerrillas or
government forces in a certain area, or the strength of support for one side
or the other among particular segments of the population, causes the enemy
to equate combatants and noncombatants. In his account of the civil war in
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El Salvador, for example, Mark Danner observes: “As the guerrillas were
reduced to the status of terrorist delinquents, all civilians in certain zones
were reduced to the status of masas, guerrilla supporters, and thus became
[in the minds of army leaders] legitimate targets. North of the Torola [River],
for example, it was believed that the civilians and the guerrillas were all
mixed together, and were indistinguishable.”!® This belief helped produce
a savage counterinsurgency campaign in northern El Salvador that culmi-
nated in a series of massacres, such as the one at El Mozote, that killed about
370 people. Similarly, the consistent support of the local population for the
Sanusi rebels in Libya convinced the Italians that everyone was implacably
hostile; there was no use trying to distinguish between the sotformessi—those
who had supposedly submitted to Italian rule—and the ribelli—the rebels
and their committed supporters. “In the end,” writes Evans-Pritchard, “the
Italians came to the conclusion that they could trust no Cyrenaican, least of
all a Cyrenaican Bedouin. The hearts of all were with their fighting fellow
countrymen and fellow Muslims.”"” The conviction that combatants and
noncombatants were inseparable in Cyrenaica—indeed, that they were one
and the same—set the stage for the incarceration of the entire population of
northern Cyrenaica by the Italians in the war’s later stages. Finally, when
an insurgency draws most of its support from a single ethnic group, as in
Burundi and Rwanda, members of that group may be targeted for killing
on a genocidal scale.

THE SECOND ANGLO-BOER WAR

Great Britain and the Boer Republics of the Transvaal and the Orange
Free State went to war on October 11, 1899. British officials expected a typi-
cally easy victory over another backward opponent, but the war turned
out to be anything but quick and decisive. Facing imminent defeat at Brit-
ish hands in mid 1900, the Boers decided to continue the war in guerrilla
fashion rather than submit to British demands and lose their indepen-
dence. In retaliation, the British Army—first under Lord Roberts, and then
under Lord Kitchener, the hero of Khartoum two years earlier—adopted a
scorched-earth policy, burning down the farms of all those who supported
the Boer cause and forcing Boer women and children into concentration
camps. By the time the war was over, almost twenty-eight thousand Boer
civilians had died in the camps, 79 percent of whom were children under
the age of sixteen. Overall, including native African fatalities, as many as
forty-six thousand noncombatants died in the British concentration camps,
nearly double the number of military fatalities caused by the war.

The bulk of the civilian fatalities in the Boer War stemmed from the
British policy of confining Boer and African noncombatants to concentration
camps. Conditions in the South African camps were appalling, especially
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in 1900-1901. Tents were overcrowded; inhabitants did not receive soap as
part of their rations; water was insufficient in quantity and of dubious qual-
ity; fuel for cooking was scanty; and food rations were at the starvation
level.’ The number of medical personnel was inadequate; in fact, of the 94
doctors in the camp system in February 1901, half had quit or been sacked
a year later, as had 85 out of 217 nurses."” Moreover, as Thomas Pakenham
notes, “undesirables” whose menfolk remained at large with the Boer com-
mandos received a smaller ration than those who had surrendered to the
British. At first these unfortunates were allotted no meat at all. “Even after
rations were improved” in March 1901, however, “they still remained ex-
tremely low. There were no vegetables, nor jam; no fresh milk for babies and
children; just a pound of meal and about half a pound of meat a day, with
some scrapings of sugar and coffee; much worse than the diet of the bar-
rack room, or the official diet of the troops on campaign; a diet quite poor
enough to allow the rapid spread of disease.”” Camps were often poorly
sited, being vulnerable to the elements, and camp commandants gave little
thought to sanitary facilities. In Bethulie, for example, a camp in the Orange
Free State, “the smell from the latrines was appalling, and as a result sick-
nesses broke out because of fouling on the ground and the insufficiency of
lavatory facilities.” The water supply for the detainees was also contami-
nated with human waste.”

As a result of these conditions, the death rate in the camps shot up as
the number of people confined in them increased (see tables 5.1 and 5.2).%
Fatalities in the camp system, which numbered 550 in May 1901, tripled
to 1,675 by July, and then doubled again by October, reaching 3,205 in that
month (a fatality rate of 344 per 1,000 internees per year, equal to the death
rate for plague).”

Table 5.1. Boer and African civilian fatalities in the concentration camps

Boers Africans

Total number incarcerated 160,000 130,000

Fatalities 27,927 18,003

Percentage of fatalities under age 16 79 81

Percentage of fatalities female or 94 NA
under age 16

Fatalities as percentage of total 17 14

number incarcerated

Sources: Figures for total number of Boers incarcerated are from André Wessels, “Afrikaners at
War,” in The Boer War: Direction, Experience and Image, ed. John Gooch (London: Frank Cass, 2000),
102. The figure for Boer civilian fatalities, and percentage of fatalities accounted for by women
and children of both races is from Fransjohan Pretorius, “The Anglo-Boer War: An Overview,” in
Scorched Earth, ed. Fransjohan Pretorius (Cape Town: Human & Rousseau, 2001), 21. The figure for
African fatalities is from Stowell V. Kessler, “The Black and Coloured Concentration Camps,” in
Scorched Earth, 148.
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Table 5.2. Concentration camp death tolls by month and race

Month White deaths Black deaths
May 1901 550 NA
June 782 261
July 1,675 250
August 2,666 575
September 2,752 728
October 3,205 1,327
November 2,807 2,312
December 2,380 2,831
January 1902 1,805 2,534
February 628 1,466
March 402 972
April 298 630
May 196 523

Sources: Figures for white fatalities for May-July 1901 are from Thomas Pakenham, The Boer
War (New York: Post Road Press, 1979), 540; for August-October 1901, Fransjohan Pretorius, “The
Fate of the Boer Women and Children,” in Scorched Earth, ed. Fransjohan Pretorius (Cape Town:
Human & Rousseau, 2001), 44; for November 1901-February 1902, Byron Farwell, The Great Boer
War (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions, 1999), 408; for March-May 1902, Pretorius, “Fate of the
Boer Women and Children,” 49. Figures for black fatalities are from J. S. Mohlamme, “African
Refugee Camps in the Boer Republics,” in Scorched Earth, 120.

Kitchener was uninterested in the alarming increase in mortality:
“Kitchener no more desired the death of women and children in the camps
than of the wounded Dervishes after Omdurman, or of his own soldiers in
the typhoid-stricken hospitals of Bloemfontein. He was simply not inter-
ested. What possessed him was a passion to win the war quickly, and to that
he was prepared to sacrifice most things, and most people, other than his
own small ‘band of boys,” to whom he was invariably loyal, whatever their
blunders.”* What concerned the British commander-in-chief was crushing
Boer resistance in the quickest, most efficient way possible. If ending the
war quickly and preserving the lives of his troops required that Boer fami-
lies suffer, then so be it.

Proof that the fatalities in the camps were not due to conditions beyond
British control came when the army finally transferred control of the system
to the civilian administration under High Commissioner Sir Alfred Milner
in November 1901. Although he was one of those most responsible for the
war’s outbreak, throughout the conflict Milner advocated a more humane
approach to fighting it, arguing that British troops should clear districts of
rebels and then occupy them, rather than sending flying columns up and
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down the veldt chasing the commandos and burning everything in sight.”
Once he assumed responsibility for running the camps, the mortality in
them dropped precipitously; only 196 people died in the concentration
camps during the last month of the war.

The confinement of Africans to concentration camps—and their deaths in
large numbers—followed a similar logic and trajectory as that of the white
Boers, if delayed a few months because overpopulation occurred earlier in
the white camps than in the black camps. Although British apologists have
claimed that the Africans were interned for humanitarian reasons and for
their own safety, this contention obscures the truth:

The reason that the British Army established the black concentration camps
was for the same basic reason that the white concentration camps were es-
tablished. And that reason was a military strategy based on an antiguerrilla
warfare master plan that consisted of three chess-game-like interlocking
pieces: (1) blockhouses and interconnecting barbed wire squares; (2) black
and white concentration camps, and (3) massive sweeps by the British fly-
ing columns . . . the prevention of logistical and intelligence support to the
Boer commandos was the primary reason for their [whites and blacks] being
swept off the Boer farms into the concentration camps.?

Native camps suffered from even worse neglect than those that housed
whites: they often lacked latrines, blacks had to work for (and in some cases
also pay for) their rations, and the British provided medical care only if illness
threatened the labor supply or the health of the army or the white settler com-
munity.” The leading study of the black concentration camps in the Boer War
has documented eighteen thousand fatalities, and conservatively estimates
that a minimum of twenty thousand deaths actually occurred.” The study
concludes: “Based on the experience with the black and white concentra-
tion camps from September 1900 until June 1901, and the high death rates in
those camps which were much better equipped, the British Army must have
known that there was a high risk of the thousands of deaths that followed.
As long as these camps were no threat to the military or the white camps or
communities, adequate medical intervention was not undertaken.””

Outbreak and Course of the War

Ever since General Sir George Colley’s ignominious defeat at Majuba Hill
in the First Anglo-Boer War, the British had been itching for a rematch.* The
discovery of immense gold deposits in Boer territory in 1886 did nothing
to dampen British ardor, and political conditions in the Transvaal by the
mid 1890s appeared to provide the needed pretext for intervention.*® By
this time the non-Boer population (or Uitlanders, as the Boers called them)
of the South African Republic outnumbered the Boers, an unpleasant reality
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that had forced Transvaal president Paul Kruger to tinker with the electoral
rules to preserve Boer rule.? The embarrassment of the ill-fated Jameson
Raid notwithstanding, Britain’s designs on South Africa persisted.*® Nego-
tiations between Sir Alfred Milner and Kruger at Bloemfontein from May
31-June 6, 1899—despite concessions on the political rights of the Uitlanders
by Kruger—brought the two sides no closer to an agreement. The Trans-
vaalers eventually rescinded their Bloemfontein concessions, and both
sides prepared for war. British troop reinforcements began to flow to South
Africa while the Transvaal activated its defensive alliance with the Orange
Free State and both Boer republics mobilized their citizen armies.

Balance of Forces. At the outset of the fighting, as shown in table 5.3, the
Boers outnumbered British forces in the region by a margin of three-to-one.*
British forces in Natal, moreover, were dangerously divided into two for-
ward garrisons at Dundee and Ladysmith where they were vulnerable to en-
circlement if the Boers invaded the province. The combined regular armies
of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal, meanwhile, numbered forty
thousand in peacetime, but by October approximately fifty-five thousand to
sixty thousand men were available for service, thirty five thousand to forty-
two thousand of whom were deployed along the borders of the two repub-
lics.® After the Jameson Raid exposed the poor military preparedness of his
state, Kruger rearmed his citizen soldiers (known as burghers) by procuring
thirty-seven thousand German-made Mauser rifles. The Transvaalers also
acquired 75mm and 155mm artillery pieces from Creusot in France as well
as 7smm field guns and 120omm howitzers from Krupp’s in Germany.*

Table 5.3. Manpower and fatalities of the Second Anglo-Boer War

British Boers
Manpower at start of war 20,000 55-60,000
Fielded forces, end 1900 200,000 20,000
Total manpower employed 478,435 87,365
Military fatalities 21,942 6,189
Civilian fatalities NA 27,927
Total war deaths 21,942 34,116

Sources: Figures for initial British and Boer troop strengths are from Bill Nasson, The South African
War 1899-1902 (London: Arnold, 1999), 61, 68. Figures for fielded forces at the end of 1900 and total
Boer manpower employed (which included 2,120 foreign volunteers and 13,300 Boers from Cape
Colony and Natal) are from Thomas Pakenham, The Boer War (New York: Post Road Press, 1979),
525, 607. Figures for total British manpower employed, military fatalities, civilian fatalities, and
total war deaths are from Fransjohan Pretorius, “The Anglo-Boer War: An Overview,” in Scorched
Earth, ed. Fransjohan Pretorius (Cape Town: Human & Rousseau, 2001), 21. British manpower
included 30,000 black soldiers, and British fatalities are broken down as follows: 5,774 killed in
action, 2,918 died of wounds, and 13,250 died of illness.
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Phase One: The Conventional War. The Boers capitalized on their initial
military advantage by launching an invasion of Natal in the east and Cape
Colony in the west, hoping that early defeats would discourage the Brit-
ish and make them amenable to a negotiated settlement. The Boers in fact
won a series of quick victories but could not defeat the British decisively.”
According to one historian of the war, “Given the balance at the outset, it
was not altogether surprising that the war should have gone badly for the
British; the Boers had the troops, the equipment, the field intelligence, the
mobility, and the armaments to shake their enemy hard.”* By choosing to
wage siege warfare, however, and failing to seize critical rail junctions in
Cape Colony or ports like Durban, the Boers ceded the initiative to their
rapidly reinforcing opponents.

The British wasted little time in striking back. Throughout October, British
troops poured into South Africa, but the first British counteroffensive in De-
cember failed utterly to obtain its objectives and suffered heavy casualties at
the hands of the Boer commandos.” “Black Week”—as these British defeats
became popularly known—prompted the War Office to sack Redvers Buller
as commander-in-chief and replace him with Field Marshal Lord Frederick
Roberts, assisted by Lord Kitchener as chief of staff. With new leadership and
a flood of new troops, the tide began to turn in Britain’s favor.*’ Piet Cronjé’s
defeat and surrender of four thousand men (roughly 10 percent of the total
Boer army) at Paardeberg in late February 1900 devastated the Boer cause
and precipitated a general retreat. One after another the key Boer towns fell:
Roberts took Bloemfontein, the capital of the Orange Free State, on March 13,
and Johannesburg and Pretoria (the Transvaal capital) fell on May 31 and
June 5, respectively. The war appeared to be over, as eight thousand Trans-
vaal burghers surrendered by the end of June, joining six thousand of their
Free State brethren who likewise quit the war.*! On September 1 Roberts an-
nexed the South African Republic to Britain, then turned the situation over
to his deputy Kitchener and returned to Britain on November 28.

Phase Two: The Guerrilla War. The Boer defeats in February swept aside
older generals like Cronjé and Joubert and brought to prominence a younger,
more dynamic generation of leaders, including Louis Botha, Koos de la Rey,
and Christiaan de Wet. At a war council on March 20, 1900, Boer command-
ers decided to continue the war, but de Wet in particular “urged the gen-
eral abandonment of burdening wagon laagers which stunted speed, stifled
flexibility, and offered too obvious a target for enemy guns.”** Henceforth
the Boer commandos would travel light and capitalize on their mobility
and elusiveness to strike at isolated British outposts and lines of commu-
nication. De Wet previewed this campaign in mid February by ambushing
part of Roberts’s supply column of two hundred wagons and three thou-
sand oxen at Waterval Drift. The British steamroller depended on a lengthy
logistical chain for supplies of food and ammunition.
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As British forces used their superior numbers to overwhelm the defen-
sive advantage of entrenchments and well-aimed rifle fire, the Boers in-
creasingly abandoned set-piece confrontations with the British, breaking
up into smaller units and mounting hit-and-run operations on the supply
lines of Roberts’s army. De Wet scored a series of major successes in late
March and early April against British installations and columns, but it was
his attack on Roodewal station on June 7 that prompted Roberts—realizing
the threat to his lines of communication—to announce that houses in the
vicinity of Boer attacks on rail and telegraph lines would be burned in re-
taliation. Furthermore, the British began to confiscate the property of Boer
men who served as commandos and force their families out “destitute and
homeless.”*

The last pitched battle of the war was fought at Bergendal in late August.
Possessing a four-to-one numerical advantage, British forces under Buller
repeatedly smashed the Boer line until it finally cracked and the burghers
took flight. This defeat confirmed to the Boer generals that only guerrilla
tactics could persuade the British to come to terms: “These generals still
clung to the hope that by prolonging hostilities they might sap Britain suf-
ficiently to bring about an end to the war by negotiation, not by their having
to succumb to a clear-cut imperial victory.”*

The First British Reaction: Farm Burning

Defensive advantage was the hallmark of the Boer War in each of its
phases. The Boer sieges of Ladysmith, Kimberley, and Mafeking, for exam-
ple, failed because the attackers could not afford to risk the costs of assaulting
the towns, choosing instead to induce them to surrender via starvation and
half-hearted bombardment. Later, the British reverses of Black Week were
caused by the advantage that accrued to concealed defenders armed with
accurate, rapid-firing small arms. As Thomas Pakenham describes it, “In the
new-style war pioneered by the Boers—long-range, smokeless, rapid-firing
rifles plus trenches—the balance of advantage, as we have seen, had tilted
dramatically to the side of the defenders. New, more subtle methods of at-
tack were needed, as well as greater numerical superiority.”* This defensive
advantage—which cost the British dearly in their first counteroffensive—did
not immediately spawn a policy of civilian victimization because the British
were as yet outside the territory of the Boer republics. When British troops
finally penetrated Boer territory, however, overwhelming with manpower
the advantages of terrain and technology enjoyed by the Boers, not only
was there “little effective check on the natural tendency of an army to loot
and destroy ‘enemy’ property,” but as the Boer commandos refused to come
to terms and instead took to the veldt to wage guerrilla war, scorched earth
soon became official policy.*
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Farm Burning Initiated. The first British response to the budding guer-
rilla campaign was to institute a policy of destroying the property of Boer
men found to be on commando. On assuming command, Roberts initially
pursued a conciliatory policy toward Boer combatants, promising in a proc-
lamation dated February 17, 1900, that those who surrendered “will not be
made to suffer in their persons or property on account of their having taken
up arms in obedience to the order of their Government.”*” Roberts repeated
this offer on March 15, two days after occupying the capital of the Orange
Free State and still maintained as late as the end of May that commandos
who capitulated would be allowed to return home.* The British press, how-
ever, roundly criticized Roberts’s amnesty policy as overly lenient; even
members of the government began pushing for a harsher policy toward
Boer noncombatants. Lord Lansdowne, in early 1900 still the secretary of
state for war (he would shortly become foreign secretary) and an early
exponent of a moderate policy, urged his military commander to adopt a
sterner attitude in May: “I think you were right to begin by showing great
leniency. The impression created was good on this side and probably on
yours except among the most violent partisans. But experience has shown
that your confidence has been grossly abused and you will be supported if
you insist on thorough going measures for disarming the suspect part of the
population and if you inflict stern retribution where unfair advantage has
been taken of your clemency.”*

As the carrot of amnesty had little effect, and the Boers refused to capitulate
even as the British captured their major towns, Roberts turned to the stick,
issuing two further proclamations in quick succession. The first, published
on June 1, threatened “all inhabitants . . . who after 14 days from the date of
this Proclamation . . . may be found in arms against Her Majesty within the
said colony, that they will be liable to be dealt with as rebels and to suffer in
person and property accordingly.”® Two weeks later, Roberts threatened to
take residents prisoner and burn their houses in areas where acts of sabotage
were committed against British lines of communication.” “It was a sign, of-
ficially,” notes Owen Coetzer, “for an orgy of farm burning.”** As General
Methuen commented in 1901, “It became the custom first of all to burn farms
from which a treacherous attack was made upon our troops, then to burn all
the farms within a radius of ten miles from any point on the railway at which
an attack was made by the enemy, then to confiscate or burn anything which
was the property of any Boer fighting for his country.”*

Coercion by Punishment. Two logics underpinned the new policy of dev-
astation. The first logic was one of deterrence and coercion. According to
Pakenham, “The aim of farm burning was strictly military: to make an ex-
ample of certain families, and so deter the others from aiding De Wet and
the guerrillas.”>* The British hoped that by destroying the homes and farms
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of families known or suspected of providing assistance to the insurgents,
the remainder would withhold their support for fear of the consequences of
being caught in the act. As Roberts described his policy in September 1900, “I
am not in favor of lessening the punishment laid down for any damage done
to our railway and telegraph lines. Unless the people generally are made to
suffer for misdeeds of those in arms against us the war will never end.”*

As the year progressed and the farm-burning policy failed to curb Boer
guerrilla activities, Roberts began to conceive of his strategy as that of a
classic coercion-by-punishment campaign: a means to coerce the comman-
dos into surrendering by inflicting suffering on their families. According to
S. B. Spies, “The policy of clearing the country also came to have a further
object: to put pressure on the Boers in the field to surrender, by subjecting
their dependents to certain hardships.”* “The more difficulty the people
experience about food,” Roberts argued in September, “the sooner will the
war be ended.”” British officers putting this policy into practice in the veldt
apparently got the message: as one wrote to another, “I gather that Lord
Roberts decides to treat the remnant of the burgher forces as brigands and
to devastate the country of supplies and to use the consequent starvation
as a lever to bring the recalcitrant fanatics to their senses.”*® Government
officials in London explicitly approved of this rationale. Prime Minister
Salisbury, in one of his few direct comments on the war, called for a harsher
policy in a letter to the war minister in December 1900: “I do not like this
protection of isolated hills. I should prefer to see a complete protection of
lines and bridges; and then you ought to be able to destroy food with flying
columns of considerable strength. You will not conquer these people until
you have starved them out.”*

Interdiction. Increasingly, however, the British tended to view all Boer ci-
vilians as active or potential guerrilla supporters: “To the British every farm
was an outpost; every Boer a spy.”® The second logic of devastation, there-
fore, began to come to the fore: to make it impossible for the rebels to live off
the land. If Boer civilians could not be deterred from aiding their menfolk,
and the commandos could not be coerced by the suffering of their families,
then the noncombatant population would have to be prevented physically
from aiding the rebels.

The British first tried to turn the Boer republics into a barren landscape in-
capable of supporting human life. As described by Pakenham, “Farm burn-
ing was designed to make guerrilla war impossible, and in certain areas
it had already begun to achieve this. The Magalies valley was becoming a
blackened desert, useless as a base for De la Rey’s guerrillas, so efficient were
Clements’s columns at burning grain, seizing stock and trampling crops.”®!
Kitchener instructed his commanders in the field on August 25 to see to
it that “the country is so denuded of forage and supplies that no means
of subsistence is left for any commando attempting to make incursions.”*?
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“According to this order,” writes Spies, “clearing the country was not in-
tended as a punishment for transgressions committed by the inhabitants.
Its clearly enunciated aim was to prevent commandos from existing in the
districts so cleared.”®

The testimony of numerous war correspondents and British soldiers con-
firms the extent of the devastation. “Along the line of march,” wrote the
Cape Times correspondent, “General Campbell has practically denuded the
country of livestock and grain stores, whilst the sight of burning farmhouses
and farm property is of daily occurrence.”® One British officer recorded in
September 1900 that “the various columns that are now marching about
the country are carrying on the work of destruction pretty indiscriminately,
and we have burnt and destroyed by now many scores of farms. Ruin, with
great hardships and want, which may ultimately border on starvation,
must be the result to many families. . . . Our troops are everywhere at work
burning and laying waste, and enormous reserves of famine and misery
are being laid up for these countries in the future.”® British columns even
began torching entire villages and towns for alleged complicity with Boer
commandos.® Overall, British forces burnt in excess of thirty thousand Boer
farms and forty towns over the course of the conflict, and killed or confis-
cated millions of head of livestock.*”

Results of the Scorched Earth Campaign. In the short term, these severe poli-
cies undercut British objectives as much as they aided them. Nearly twenty
thousand Boer commandos surrendered in mid 1900, but farm burning
undoubtedly caused an unknown number to remain in—or return to—the
field. In the opinion of many British officers, the scorched earth strategy
was counterproductive and prolonged the war: as one officer wrote, “The
Burgher out on Commando is bound always to his farm . . . by burning it
and sending his family packing, we are only making him a roving desper-
ado, consumed with hatred.”®® Other officers noted that “‘excessive’ de-
structiveness would only end up benefitting the enemy cause by keeping
combatants in the field . . . because they no longer had homesteads and a
fixed family to which to go.”* Many Boer men probably believed that the
British would destroy their property no matter what they did, so they might
as well fight. The British Army’s reign of fire, therefore, breathed renewed
life into the flagging Boer cause: eight thousand or nine thousand comman-
dos were back in the field by October 1900.”

Over the longer term, however, the wholesale destruction visited on the
veldt paid handsome dividends. The farm-burning policy without question
deeply embittered the Boers against the British, but it clearly diminished
their capability to continue fighting. As historian Byron Farwell remarks,
“It [farm burning] did not lessen their will to resist, only their means for
doing so.” Farwell elaborates: “Kitchener’s policy of deliberate wholesale
destruction was intended to deprive the guerrillas of supplies, and in this
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he was successful. Even De Wet, ever scornful of British tactics, admitted
that ‘had not the English burnt the corn by the thousand sacks, the war
could have been continued.”””! In sum, therefore, farm burning, while pro-
voking increased Boer resistance in the short term, played a significant role
in defeating the commandos in the long run. The most authoritative study
of the impact of the war on noncombatants supports this conclusion, find-
ing that “considerations which flowed out of the British policy of clearing
the country of supplies played an important part in swaying the Boer scales
in favour of peace.””?

The Second British Response: Concentration Camps

The British strategy of farm burning gave rise to the policy of confining
Boer civilians to camps in order to prevent them from providing aid and
comfort to the commandos. The concentration-camp system apparently
began as a means to cope with the increasing numbers of Boer women and
children being rendered homeless as the British Army burned down their
houses. Although there was some talk of forcing the Boer commandos to
care for these unfortunates, and Roberts did send twenty-five hundred ci-
vilians to the Boer lines in eastern Transvaal in July 1900, British command-
ers realized something had to be done with these people lest they starve
right there on the veldt.”®

Here lies the terrible irony of the concentration camps: these compounds,
which ended up killing so many innocents, were founded at least partially
for a humanitarian purpose. According to Emily Hobhouse, who became an
outspoken critic of the camps, “Humanity forbade, at this stage a continu-
ance of the practice of their [Boer women and children] being left outside
their ruined houses, and so it came to pass that they were brought in by
convoys and placed in small camps which had been established for refu-
gees.”” Of course, as Coetzer points out, the British themselves caused the
calamity they sought to remedy: “It was Britain’s ‘humanitarian desire’ to
safeguard the women and children which brought about the establishment
of the camps. That they (Britain) had in the first place been responsible for
the destruction of the farms escaped them entirely.””

The Military Rationale for the Camps. Although the humanitarian impulse
that helped spawn the camps is admirable, it was accompanied and soon
superseded by a military rationale. “The concentration camps were, in fact,
established for military reasons” to deny supplies to the Boers, according
to Spies. “A further military consideration governing the policy of clearing
the population into concentration camps was the belief that if the women
were taken away from their homes, men on commando would surrender so
that they could join them in the camps.””® The first camps to accommodate
the displaced Boer women and children—many of whom did not consent
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to their confinement (which renders the term “refugee” camp used by the
British a misnomer)—were established at Bloemfontein and Pretoria in
September 1900. Pakenham writes that the population of these and other
camps began to balloon in early 1901 when Kitchener launched a series
of drives “to flush out the guerrillas . . . and to sweep the country bare of
everything that could give sustenance to the guerrillas: not only horses, but
cattle, sheep, women, and children.””” The “first priority” of this roundup of
“undesirables”—as the dependents of Boer combatants were known—was
to “prevent the guerrillas being helped by civilians”: “Kitchener felt that once
the Boer women and children were gathered in camps the burghers on com-
mando would no longer be able to get food from the women on the farms.
He also believed that the burghers would lay down their arms in order to be
reunited with their families.”” This sweep was largely completed by autumn
1901, by which time thirty-four camps held about 110,000 Boer civilians.” It
should be noted that Kitchener informed the government of his intentions
in December 1900: “The Cabinet fully agreed with the proposed policy and
[British High Commissioner in South Africa] Milner did not at the time or
shortly after the inception of the scheme raise any objection.”®

In choosing to incarcerate Boer women and children, Roberts and
Kitchener seized on the example provided by Spanish General Valeriano
Weyler in putting down the Cuban insurrection of 1895-98.58' Weyler was
widely condemned during that conflict for herding Cuba’s rural inhabitants
into camps (known as reconcentrados) and then systematically devastating
the countryside to deprive the rebels of recruits and supplies.*” The inad-
equate provisioning and deficient sanitation of the reconcentrados, however,
made them breeding grounds for disease, which eventually killed between
100,000 and 300,000 Cuban civilians.® According to Stanley Payne, “Most of
the suffering in the reconcentraciones was caused by the Army’s inability to
care for the needs of the relocated population rather than by a Spanish pol-
icy of violence or cruelty.”® The British surely knew of Weyler’s techniques
and their deadly outcome, since he was widely castigated at the time in the
press. As the war dragged on in South Africa, though, some London news-
papers began to press for the “Weyler method” to be applied to the Boers.®

In combination, the three aspects of British counterinsurgency strategy
proved effective: obliterating Boer sources of supply through farm burning,
crop destruction, and killing of livestock; preventing the sympathetic Boer
civilians from helping the rebels by removing the population to concen-
tration camps; and driving the Boer commandos against blockhouse and
barbed-wire barriers with flying columns. British columns swept the coun-
try clean of anything that could support human life, and “by constricting
available territory and penning in the enemy Kitchener gradually countered
the Boers’ evasive warfare.”* Moreover, the “high civilian mortality” in the
concentration camps had a “devastating impact . . . on the morale of repub-
lican leadership . . . it seemed to be threatening the very reproductive future
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of the Boer people.”¥ These factors—supplemented by a growing threat
from their African neighbors, no hope of a rising by the Cape Boers, and
a growing number (over five thousand) of Boer converts to the British
cause—convinced the twenty thousand so-called “bitter-enders” that the
war must end.

The Impact of Liberalism and Democracy

The origins and conduct of the war in South Africa had a decidedly non-
liberal flavor. Liberal wars are supposed to be fought in self-defense only
or to promote liberal democracy abroad.® Britain’s war against the Orange
Free State and the Transvaal possessed neither of these qualities. Although
the Boers technically initiated hostilities, the war was clearly engineered
by the British—in the person of Alfred Milner—to gain unfettered access
to the bountiful mineral resources in the South African Republic and to im-
pose Britain’s “imperial political supremacy” in the region.* Milner found
a convenient pretext in the disenfranchisement of the British settler popula-
tion, but this issue was merely a legitimatizing instrument with which to
advance ulterior interests.

The onset of this illiberal war in South Africa was greeted by an outburst
of patriotic fervor in Great Britain and not a few bloodthirsty calls for the
extermination of the Boers as “a plague-infected rat.”®® Although oppo-
sition to the war existed, according to Bill Nasson, “Once hostilities had
got under way, and particularly after the dispiriting early British reverses,
anti-war or equivocal Liberal, Labour, trade union, and socialist positions
split, and minority opposition to the war became ever more marginal and
muted; there continued to be such radical voices, but they were few and
diminishing. While the issues of the war may have meant precious little,
if anything, to working-class people, its rights and wrongs were quite
secondary to the need that it be won.”*! Jane Waterston, a physician who
would later serve on the commission charged with investigating condi-
tions in the concentration camps, expressed the standard national partial-
ity when she wrote:

Judging by some of the hysterical whining going on in England at the pres-
ent time, it would seem as if we might neglect or half-starve our faithful
soldiers, and keep our civilian population eating their hearts out here as
long as we fed and pampered people who have not even the grace to say
thank you for the care bestowed upon them. At present there is the danger
that the Boers will waken up to have a care for their womenfolk and will go
on fighting for some time, so as to keep them in comfortable winter quarters
at our expense, and thus our women and children will lose a few more of
their husbands and fathers.*
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The early defeats and hardships suffered by British forces galvanized
British public opinion in favor of the war and elevated victory—and
the preservation of British lives—above humane conduct toward Boer
civilians.

The elections in the autumn of 1900 provide a fine illustration of the in-
difference to the miseries of Boer civilians displayed by even the liberal
segment of the British political spectrum. The Conservative government of
Salisbury conducted the campaign as a referendum on the government’s
conduct of the war and tarred all criticism as unpatriotic and “pro-Boer.”
Roberts’s farm-burning policy had been in effect for several months, with
results widely reported in the British press, but inexplicably, “The Liber-
als made almost no references to the drastic methods which Roberts had
begun to adopt in an effort to end the war. .. it is odd, considering the
political storm that would soon burst over the government’s head because
of farm burning, how meekly the Liberals accepted the policy at the time.”*
Unsurprisingly, the Conservatives trounced the opposition in the so-called
“Khaki” elections, earning an iron-clad majority of 134 seats over the
combination of the Liberals and Irish Nationalists.

Enter Emily Hobhouse. Prominent Liberals, such as Henry Campbell-
Bannerman and David Lloyd George, would later use the results of Emily
Hobhouse’s reports of terrible suffering and death in the concentration
camps to condemn the government’s conduct of the war as “methods of
barbarism.”** Hobhouse, described by Pakenham as a “dumpy, forty-
one-year-old spinster from Cornwall” and by Kitchener as “that bloody
woman,” visited the camps in early 1901 as part of her work for the South
African Women and Children Distress Fund.”® She, more than anyone else,
was responsible for publicizing the squalid conditions and startlingly high
death rates in the camps. Hobhouse briefed Campbell-Bannerman on her
return to London, and he and Lloyd George led the Liberals in denounc-
ing the government in the House of Commons. Secretary for War St. John
Brodrick steadfastly denied the opposition’s charges, averring that “the
policy of sweeping the country had been forced on them by the guerrillas”
and downplaying the severity of health and sanitation problems in the
camps.” His cause was assisted by the fact that Kitchener kept a tight lid on
the mortality figures, and a motion against the government by David Lloyd
George was easily defeated in June 1901. By the time these alarming figures
were revealed in August, the House was about to leave for its five-month
recess; “no one bothered Brodrick with further questions about the camps.”*
Regarding the June debate in the Commons, Hobhouse wrote:

Very clearly in my remembrance of that debate stands out Mr. Herbert
Lewis’s attempt to fix the attention of the House on the humanitarian side of
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the question. The House was unsympathetic, and neither knew nor cared to
hear. Humanity was appealed to in vain, and Mr. Lewis was literally howled
down by continual noise and wearied shouts of “Divide” from the crowded
Ministerial benches. The picture thus exhibited of callousness and impa-
tience, not willing even to listen to sufferings innocently endured, contrasted
badly with scenes fresh in my mind in South Africa. In common with the
Boer women, I had felt sure that English humanity would not fail to respond
instantly if the facts were clearly understood. I was wrong; no barbarisms in
South Africa could equal the cold cruelty of that indifferent House.”®

The government sought to forestall further meddling by Hobhouse in
South Africa by appointing a Ladies Committee to report on conditions
in the camps—a commission composed of women sympathetic to the war
that would presumably be easier to control than a free-lancing activist.”
Unfortunately for the government, the Fawcett Commission, named for
its chairwoman Millicent Fawcett, largely confirmed Hobhouse’s accusa-
tions. As Fawcett made clear in her report to Milner in December 1901, “The
deaths were not simply the result of circumstances beyond the control of the
British . . . the Fawcett Commission pointed a feminine finger at the mili-
tary (and, of course, male) red tape in which the camps had been trussed:
the spread of the epidemics should have been foreseen; elementary rules
of sanitation should not have been forgotten; vegetables should have been
provided; doctors and nurses should have been rushed to the scene from
England when the epidemics first broke out.”'™ Meanwhile, Kitchener had
finally turned over control of all of the camps to Milner’s civilian admin-
istration, and the government, catching the scent of a scandal in the air,
directed him to take steps to curb the death rate.™

Implications. The Hobhouse scandal has several implications. First, in a
partial vindication for the liberal-norms argument, the British government
feared that the high death rates among Boer women and children in the
concentration camps would bring domestic consequences, which led them
to improve the conditions in the camps, reforms that drastically reduced the
number of deaths. Liberal norms, therefore, backed by the threat of a politi-
cal setback for the government in Parliament, helped moderate the abuse
of noncombatants in South Africa.'® But this same combination of norms
and institutions could not deter or prevent civilian victimization from oc-
curring in the first place. Moreover, by the time the government moderated
its policy, the war was well in hand and thus improving conditions in the
camps did not compromise military effectiveness.

Second, the Boer War demonstrates that publics in liberal states take on
decidedly nonliberal attitudes toward enemies during war. The British pub-
lic lined up in patriotic fashion behind the war effort, and although calls for
harsh treatment of Boer civilians were exceptional, no broad-based public
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protest ever emerged over the concentration camp death rates.'” Milner’s
statement in December 1901 that “the continuance of the present state
of affairs [i.e., the high death rate in the camps] for another two or three
months will undoubtedly blow us all out of the water” indicates that gov-
ernment officials feared a public backlash against the harsh policy they had
implemented toward Boer civilians.!** But Hobhouse’s depiction of British
public opinion shows that the government need not have worried:

But in spite of the Blue Books, debates, and publication of facts, ignorance
still prevailed about the Boer women and children, only it was now a willful
ignorance. . .. In a word, the majority did not heed or did not care, while
others were glad to avail themselves of the new reasons given for the origin
of the camps by Mr. Chamberlain in the House of Commons [on January 19,
1902]. He assured the country that the “whole responsibility for such misery
as has been caused rested upon the shoulders of the Boer Commandant.”*®

Finally, the Hobhouse scandal and its outcome imply that civilian victim-
ization by democracies may be easier to control—if not prevent—in wars in
which the state’s survival is not at stake or where participation in the conflict
is seen as voluntary or optional. Starving German civilians in World War I,
or bombing Germans and Japanese in World War Il needed little justification
as British and American publics recognized (or were persuaded of) the dire-
ness of the threat those states represented. Liberal democratic governments
seem to worry more about the attitudes of their domestic publics toward
strategies that harm or target civilians in conflicts where the connection be-
tween the war and the state’s security is less apparent, such as the United
States in Vietnam. This concern does not always stop large numbers of non-
combatants from being killed—nor is it even based in the public’s actual
views, which tend to be quite permissive when it comes to killing enemy
civilians. Democracies, however, may be more vulnerable to what have been
labeled “hypocrisy costs”: reputational costs imposed by other actors—such
as states or nongovernmental organizations—when liberal states violate the
norms they otherwise live by and try to impose on others, of which the norm
against killing noncombatants is particularly prominent.'® Ironically, there-
fore, the globalization of liberal human rights norms can create international
costs (rather than domestic ones) for targeting civilians that could mitigate
the damage done in relatively minor wars.'””

Other Alternative Explanations

Comparing the conduct of the Boer War to another British war fought
in southern Africa—the Zulu War of 1879—largely contradicts the predic-
tions of the identity theory, which posits that civilian victimization should
be restricted to those wars in which one or more of the belligerents views
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its opponent as a “barbarian” or “savage” society. Colonial wars should be
easy cases for the identity argument: civilized European powers confronted
and conquered groups they considered to be racially inferior. However,
European states’ treatment of noncombatants in these wars seems to vary
more with the type of resistance offered—and hence the cost and difficulty
of achieving military victory—than with the identity of the opponent.!®
Britons may have viewed the Boers as rough and lacking in civilization, but
at least they were white and descended from Europeans. The Zulus, on the
other hand, were seen as a barbarous, warlike, African race; British propa-
ganda about them was filled with blood-curdling imagery and reflected the
widespread view that the Zulus were innately aggressive. A favorite refrain
of British observers was that the ferocity of Zulu warriors in battle was due
to sexual frustration, as the king did not allow his troops to marry until after
they had been released from active duty. This led Sir Bartle Frere, Britain’s
South African emissary, to refer to them as “celibate man-slaying gladia-
tors.”!” Yet maltreatment of civilians was far more pervasive in the war
against the Boers—a costly, protracted, frustrating, guerrilla conflict—than
in the relatively short and easy war against the Zulus. In the Boer War,
both whites and blacks alike were swept from the veldt for the same rea-
son: to prevent the Boer commandos from obtaining supplies. Large num-
bers of civilians of both races died in the camps. On balance, the British
were probably more negligent in their operation of the African camps—
demonstrating a racist bias—but even there the death rates declined in the
last few months of the war.

On the whole, therefore, this pair of cases casts doubt on the thesis that
the opponent’s identity has an independent causal effect on the likelihood
that its civilians will be targeted. More plausible is the argument that con-
flicts of interest cause perceptions of the other’s identity to be redefined.
The more severe the conflict—measured in this book by the costliness of
the war—the more likely that the enemy will come to be viewed as evil or
barbarous.

THE Second Anglo-Boer War demonstrates how the escalating costs of fight-
ing and the inability to defeat guerrilla insurgencies with conventional tac-
tics provoke belligerents to take action against the civilian population. In
guerrilla conflicts, the ties between insurgents and civilians are especially
intimate, since the former depend on the latter directly for food, shelter, in-
telligence, and manpower. These ties give the army incentives to cut those
ties, either by using violence to intimidate and deter noncombatants from
providing support to the rebels, or by “draining the sea”: removing civil-
ians from the theater of battle and thereby preventing the insurgents from
obtaining any supplies. Kalyvas hypothesizes that incumbent violence is
usually indiscriminate at first because the government lacks information
on who is supporting the rebels, and thus lashes out blindly. This tends to
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be ineffective because it drives the uncommitted into the rebel camp simply
out of the instinct for self-preservation. Over time, however, as the army
obtains better information on the precise identity of defectors, violence
becomes increasingly discriminate and effective, since it targets the guilty,
thereby removing actual supporters and having a better deterrent effect.”?

The evidence in this chapter has demonstrated the opposite trend: the Brit-
ish were never able to penetrate the civilian support network of the Boers,
and thus could not gain the information necessary to shift to more discrimi-
nate violence. British leaders became increasingly convinced that the entire
population was in league with the rebels and eventually concluded that the
only way to defeat the rebels was to target all civilians. This strategy proved
effective because the Boers were uniquely vulnerable: the population from
which they drew their support was quite small and geographically concen-
trated. This allowed the British to sweep them into camps, deprive the reb-
els of supplies, and use the suffering of civilians to coerce the insurgents to
quit. Under certain conditions, therefore, the scope of civilian victimization
in guerrilla wars can expand rather than contract and prove not only more
deadly, but effective as well.
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Territorial Annexation
and Civilian Victimization

The Founding of the State of Israel, 1947-49

The bulk of this book has been devoted to delineating the desperation
causal mechanism for civilian victimization. This chapter, however, turns
to the second causal mechanism: territorial annexation. The desperation
logic makes no assumptions about belligerents” war aims and ascribes the
occurrence of civilian victimization solely to battlefield events that take
place after the war has begun: failure to win a quick and decisive victory,
higher than anticipated costs of fighting, or the failure of particular counter-
force strategies. Civilian victimization is adopted as a means to coerce the
enemy—whether it be a state or a rebel force—to capitulate.

In the territorial mechanism, by contrast, at least one of the belligerents in-
tends to conquer and annex territory from its adversary. This war aim tends
to produce a form of civilian victimization different than that found in wars
of attrition, that is, violence not to coerce the enemy to quit the war but vio-
lence meant to terrorize a population into flight. In other words, wars of ter-
ritorial annexation produce cleansing because invaders often conclude that
the population living in the conquered territory—which usually shares the
national identity of the adversary—cannot be trusted and represents a threat.
Belligerents tend to reach this conclusion under two sets of conditions: either
when a conflict erupts between two intermingled populations, or when one
belligerent attempts to annex territory where many of the inhabitants are of
a different ethnicity or nationality. Cleansing is likely in these types of cases
because belligerents perceive the other group’s civilians as representing a se-
curity threat. Not only do enemy civilians embody a potential fifth column,
but they may also be the objects of rescue attempts by fellow group members
located in nearby regions.

The basic argument of this chapter, therefore, is that when war breaks out
between intermingled antagonists, or when a belligerent seeks to conquer

[178]



Territorial Annexation and Civilian Victimization

territory but fears that the population will rebel and pose a permanent
threat to its control over the area, a strategy of civilian victimization de-
signed to eradicate that group is the likely outcome. Conversely, when an
invader perceives little or no threat from a particular group, such as when
group members share substantial traits (religion, language, or other char-
acteristics) in common with the conqueror, the invading force will employ
strategies of assimilation rather than eradication.

This chapter examines territorial annexation arguments in the context of
the Palestine War of 1947—49, particularly the origins of the Palestinian refu-
gee problem. The historical record is clear: before the war top Jewish lead-
ers viewed the creation of a Jewish state in part of Palestine via partition
as a first step toward acquiring the remainder of the country. Furthermore,
although there was no explicit, formally enunciated policy of expulsion
at the war’s outset, there was an informal understanding among Jewish
political leaders and military commanders based on Zionist ideology and
the role of “transfer” in Zionist thinking that an Israel with as few Arabs
as possible was preferred. The evidence indicates that future Israeli prime
minister David Ben-Gurion was unequivocal on this matter, but that he re-
frained from issuing written orders that would leave a paper trail. Jewish
military plans, most notably Plan D, specifically endorsed reprisals against
civilians and the leveling of villages and ejection of villagers who resisted
Jewish occupation. Moreover, as the war progressed, and the Zionist dream
of a homogeneous Jewish state in Palestine seemed as if it might become a
reality, forcible expulsion became an increasingly explicit policy. This policy
was not always carried out in a uniform fashion in the field, but banishment
of the Palestinians grew more prevalent later in the war. Finally, Jewish forces
exploited the fear induced in the Arab population by a number of prominent
massacres, such as those at Deir Yassin and Lydda and Ramle, to frighten the
Arab masses into flight. In short, if expulsion was not Zionist policy at the
outset, it became such over time, and at the heart of this strategy was the fear
that leaving the Arab population in place would pose a permanent danger of
a fifth column in the Israeli rear.

After a brief section that elaborates the logic of territorial annexation and
civilian victimization, and which gives examples from other cases, I turn
to the Palestine case. I first outline the causes and history of the war. I then
review the territorial objectives of Zionism and the history of Zionist think-
ing on the subject of transferring the Arabs of Palestine to other areas of the
Arab world. The evidence shows that Jewish leaders hoped to obtain all of
Palestine for the Jewish state and saw partition as a first step toward this
goal. Moreover, transfer was inherent in Zionist ideology from the begin-
ning, and over time most leading Zionists came to accept the necessity of
displacing the Arabs as essential for the survival of the Jewish state. Third,
I examine the implications of the Yishuv’s military plans—particularly Plan
D—for Palestinian civilians. Was Plan D a blueprint for the expulsion of
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the Arab population? Did it provide a warrant for the wholesale destruc-
tion and emptying of Palestinian villages? I examine the Arab flight from
Haifa to discern Zionist policy toward the Palestinians in this phase of the
war. Fourth, I use the massacre and expulsions from Lydda and Ramle, and
Operation Hiram in central Galilee to illustrate the increasingly open and
deliberate nature of violence and expulsions as the war progressed. Finally,
I examine the effect of Israel’s democratic regime type, perceptions of Arab
identity, and the organizational culture of Jewish military forces on civil-
ian victimization. I also highlight the contribution of desperation in caus-
ing the shift from a defensive to an offensive strategy in 1948. I argue that
the underlying desire on the part of Zionist leaders for a Palestine without
Arabs, combined with the desperate military position the Yishuv faced in
early 1948, produced an increasingly open policy of expulsion of the Arab
population.

TERRITORIAL ANNEXATION AND CIVILIAN VICTIMIZATION

The reasons why the goal of annexing territory can lead to civilian victim-
ization are amply demonstrated by the war in Bosnia from 1992 to 1995. In
1992, the declaration of independence by Bosnia’s Muslim-led government
from Yugoslavia triggered a countersecession by Bosnia’s Serbian commu-
nity. The Bosnian Serbs hoped to carve out a state for themselves in the
eastern parts of Bosnia adjacent to Serbia and extending into Serb-inhabited
areas in the northwest of the country. Eastern Bosnia, however, was heavily
populated by Bosnian Muslims. The Serb leadership knew that a substan-
tial Muslim population represented an obstacle to a Serb state and a threat
to its survival, since in a war for secession against the government, local
Muslims would constitute a “fifth column” who could attack Serb forces
from the rear.! Bosnian Serb militias, therefore, backed by units of the Serb-
dominated Yugoslav National Army, terrorized the Muslim population in
the towns along the Drina River in the conflict’s early phases in an effort to
drive them out of territory the Serbs claimed as their own.?

The source of this fear of subversion is that civilians share a common
identity with the enemy, whether the foe is a state, an ethno-religious
group, or an ideological faction, and belligerents assume that because of
this shared identification, civilians will at least sympathize with the enemy
and possibly even support it militarily. This is the same logic that leads to
severe, exterminationist-type violence in guerrilla conflicts: the government
or the rebel group concludes that the entire civilian population supports the
enemy and thus there is no point in distinguishing between combatants and
noncombatants. But it is not the same as the barbaric identity argument,
which posits that the enemy must be viewed as savage or uncivilized for
civilian victimization to occur. In most interstate wars, the common identity
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in question is nationality or ethnicity, but this need not always be the case.
When the Spanish Civil War—an ideological conflict—broke out in 1936, for
instance, loyalists of the Republic and the Nationalists were highly inter-
mingled and became trapped in zones controlled by the enemy. According
to one historian, “Throughout Nationalist Spain, all Masons, all members
of Popular Front parties, all members of trade unions and, in many areas,
everyone who had voted for the Popular Front in the elections of February
were arrested and many of these were shot.” Meanwhile, in Republican-
held areas, “All who could conceivably be suspected of sympathy for the
Nationalist rising were in danger.”* Membership in the upper class, bour-
geoisie, or a Catholic political party was often enough to be a death warrant.
Republicans also targeted the Roman Catholic clergy because the church
supported the Nationalists, and priests were viewed as an enemy within.*

The most common scenario in interstate wars, however, is when one
country attempts to wrest possession of a particular piece of territory away
from another state. Typically, the population of the area in question is split
between nationals of the current possessor and the challenger or, in a few
cases, the area is inhabited by people that—although identified with nei-
ther side—each party claims are “lapsed” members of its own group. An
example of the former is the Greek invasion of western Asia Minor in 1919,
an area of heavy Greek settlement claimed by the Greek government. After
landing in Smyrna on the coast, the Greek Army advanced eastward into
Anatolia, “massacring, burning, pillaging and raping as they went,” driv-
ing Turkish civilians out of the areas in which the Greek population was
concentrated.® According to a British commission that investigated Greek
conduct in the area, “There is a systematic plan of destruction and extinc-
tion of the Moslem population.”® The Turks, for their part, accepted the
“principle of expelling large portions of Greeks as an alien and intractably
hostile nation within Turkey.”” When the tide of battle turned in 1922, the
Turkish Army returned the favor in a campaign that culminated in the mas-
sacre and burning of Smyrna (now Izmir), ending the Greek presence in
Asia Minor.?

Prussia’s claim to Alsace-Lorraine in the Franco-Prussian War, on the
other hand, resulted in a very different outcome. Alsace was formerly part
of the Holy Roman Empire until King Louis XIV annexed it to France in the
late seventeenth century. It was widely believed in Prussia that the popu-
lation of the two provinces was German at heart. Heinrich von Treitschke
expressed the prevailing view when he wrote in 1870 that Alsace and
Lorraine “are ours by the right of the sword. ... At all times the subjec-
tion of a German race to France has been an unhealthy thing; today it is
an offense against the reason of History—a vassalship of free men to half-
educated barbarians.” This belief in the fundamentally German nature of
the disputed provinces’ population led Prussia to prefer a policy of assimi-
lation rather than expulsion.”” In a similar vein, Bulgaria treated the two
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types of Muslims it acquired in the First Balkan War differently, depending
on how susceptible to assimilation each group was thought to be. Muslim
ethnic Turks—viewed as part and parcel of the enemy—were attacked and
expelled, whereas Bulgarian-speaking Muslims—known as pomaks—were
thought to be less resistant to integration and thus for the most part allowed
to remain. Bulgaria instead tried to convert the pomaks to Christianity and
assimilate them into Bulgarian society."

Because the intention to annex an adversary’s territory is both a reason to
go to war and a reason to target civilians in war—and thus the likelihood of
the latter depends on the former—it matters whether certain types of states
are more likely to engage in territorial aggrandizement than others. One
might hypothesize that nondemocracies would be more likely to seek ter-
ritorial aggrandizement than democracies, which tend to be more satisfied
with the status quo. In interstate wars, however, controlling for the number
of each regime type in the dataset, there is virtually no difference in the rates
at which democracies and nondemocracies engage in wars to permanently
seize territory from a neighboring state.'? As table 6.1 shows, moreover, the
relative rates at which the two regime types target noncombatants in wars
of territorial annexation are almost identical: 83 percent for democracies
versus 81 percent for autocracies.”® Although the absolute number of cases
is small, when democracies do fight wars to annex territory, they tend to
behave much like their autocratic counterparts.'

An excellent example of this similarity in behavior is provided by the Balkan
Wars of 1912-13. Each member of the Balkan League—Serbia, Montenegro,
Bulgaria, and Greece (three autocracies and a democracy)—hoped to make
territorial gains in Europe at the expense of the Ottoman Empire, weakened
by years of internal decay and distracted by its war with Italy in Libya. Con-
siderable numbers of Turks lived in the empire’s European lands, however,
and they would have to be removed to ensure the security and permanence
of conquest. The Balkan states, therefore, mainly victimized Turkish villagers
in the first war, but when the former allies turned on each other in 1913, each
sought to drive its adversary’s population out of the lands it hoped to control.
The Carnegie Commission sent to investigate the conduct of the Balkan Wars,
for example, reported that immediately on the outbreak of the first war, Bul-
garian troops and irregulars—in what the commission called “national tac-
tics”—burned Muslim villages, massacred civilians, and destroyed cultural
institutions. Bulgaria’s allies behaved similarly toward the Turks. In the sec-
ond war the Balkan states fell to quarrelling over the spoils and Bulgaria got
the worst of it. Democratic Greece was one of the worst perpetrators of ci-
vilian victimization, producing graphic propaganda inciting violence against
Bulgarians and sanctioning a strategy of cleansing to clear newly acquired
land of Bulgarian civilians. Captured letters authored by Greek soldiers tell
the story: “We burn all the Bulgarian villages that we occupy, and kill all the
Bulgarians that fall into our hands. . .. The Greek army sets fire to all the
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Table 6.1. Civilian victimization as a function of territorial annexation: democracies vs.
autocracies

Democracy
Yes No Total

Yes 5 22 27

Civilian 83.3% 81.5% 81.8%
victimization No 1 5 6

16.7% 18.5% 18.2%

Total 6 27 33
100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Pearson Chi%(1) = 0.0113 Pr = 0.92

villages where there are Bulgarians and massacres all it meets. It is impos-
sible to describe what happens.” As the Carnegie Commission summarizes,
“The inference is irresistible . . . the Greeks were resolved to have no Bulgar-
ian subjects.”®

Roots AND COURSE OF THE CONFLICT IN PALESTINE

On November 29, 1947, the UN General Assembly voted in favor of par-
titioning Britain’s Palestine Mandate into a Jewish state and an Arab state.
The roots of the conflict in Palestine lay in Jewish immigration and the two
groups’ incompatible nationalisms. The Jewish community—known as the
Yishuv—composed a scant 6 percent of Palestine’s population in 1880, but
by 1947 had grown to about one-third.'* Jewish immigration and Zionist
national aspirations proved a volatile mix with the attitudes of the Palestin-
ian Arabs, who never accepted the idea of any type of Jewish polity in their
midst. The Arabs called instead for the British—who administered Pales-
tine as a League of Nations Mandate after World War I—to grant indepen-
dence to the Mandate and its Arab majority. This fundamental conflict led
increasingly to violence between Arabs and Jews—in April 1920 (9 dead),
May 1921 (nearly 100), and August 1929 (249)."” The Shaw Commission, ap-
pointed to investigate the 1929 violence, highlighted the tensions caused by
the Jewish influx to Palestine, concluding that the “Arabs have come to see
in Jewish immigration not only a menace to their livelihood, but a possible
overlord of the future.”*® Later, fears of becoming a minority in Palestine
owing to the upsurge in Jewish immigration in the mid 1930s helped set off
the Arab Revolt against British rule from 1936 to 1939 in which five thou-
sand Arabs died."”

The partition plan drawn up by the UN Special Commission on Pal-
estine (UNSCOP) and approved in 1947 suffered from three serious flaws
that contributed to the outbreak of conflict. First, unlike the proposal
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recommended by the Peel Commission a decade earlier, UNSCOP’s plan
failed to provide for the separation of Arabs and Jews. In fact, even though
nearly the entire Jewish community in Palestine (500,000) was to be concen-
trated in the Jewish state, this state would also contain 400,000 Arabs.?’ Sec-
ond, the plan’s authors disregarded future defensibility when they drew the
two states’ boundaries. As historian Avi Shlaim has pointed out, “The borders
of these two oddly shaped states, resembling two fighting serpents, were a
strategic nightmare.”*! Third, the division of land proposed in the partition
plan was inequitable: the Jewish state included 56 percent of Palestine (5,893
square miles) at a time when Jews owned about 6 percent of the land, and
only 10 percent within the territories that would comprise the Jewish state.”

Although the Jewish Agency accepted the proposed partition and Jews
everywhere celebrated the creation of a Jewish state, the Palestinian Arabs
angrily rejected partition and lashed out at their Jewish neighbors: Arab
riots in the first week after the partition vote killed about forty Jews. The
key difference this time was that there would be no consistent British re-
sponse to keep a lid on the violence: the British declined to remain in Pal-
estine to implement the partition and instead prepared to depart when the
Mandate expired in May 1948.

The ensuing conflict consisted of two separate wars. The first was a com-
munal war between Jewish forces numbering about fifteen thousand—
mainly the Haganah, supplemented by the two thousand to three thousand
members of Irgun Z’vai Leumi (IZL) and three hundred to five hundred
fighters from Lohamei Herut Yisrael (LHI), two Jewish dissident organiza-
tions—and Arab irregulars perhaps a few thousand strong.” The only orga-
nized Arab opposition was the four-thousand-man Arab Liberation Army
(ALA) under Fawzi al-Qawugji, but this unit did not fully join the fighting
until May 1948. Most Arab forces were village militia that fought locally.
This civil conflict—after some early reverses—resulted in a decisive Jewish
victory in April 1948. Plan D, the Haganah offensive that opened on April
2, temporarily broke the Arabs’ stranglehold on Jerusalem, enabling sev-
eral convoys to reach the beleaguered Jewish population there. Elsewhere,
the Haganah captured all of the Arab villages and towns within the Jew-
ish state’s UNSCOP borders, including Haifa on the coast and the major
towns of the eastern Galilee like Safed, Tiberias, and Beisan, as well as a
few outside of those borders in territory awarded to the Palestinian state
by UNSCOP, such as Jaffa and Acre. Armed Palestinian resistance collapsed
as a result of these defeats, and the flight of the Palestinian Arabs—already
underway—accelerated.

The second war began when the armies of Lebanon, Syria, Iraq,
Transjordan, and Egypt attacked in response to Israel’s declaration of inde-
pendence on May 14, 1948. This conflict unfolded in four distinct phases,
punctuated by cease-fires, extending until January 7, 1949. Arab regular
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forces initially comprised about 28,000 troops, supplemented by the re-
mainder of the Arab Liberation Army, compared to Israeli forces number-
ing about 38,000. As the war continued, Israel’s manpower edge increased:
65,000 Israelis versus 40,000 Arabs in mid July, and 115,000 Israeli soldiers
versus 55,000 Arab troops in early 1949.* Initially, the Arab armies held
the upper hand, making progress on all fronts, but were unable to break
through the Israeli defenses decisively. The Haganah, renamed the Israel
Defense Forces (IDF), suffered its worst defeats at the hands of the Arab
Legion in and around Jerusalem, losing the Jewish Quarter in the Old City
on May 28, but after the war’s second phase (July 8-18), a truce prevailed
between the IDF and the legion on the central front.”® The IDF henceforth
concentrated its energies on ejecting the Egyptians and Syrians from the
country, which it achieved in the war’s third and fourth phases, fought in
October 1948 and late December—early January 1949, respectively.

As a result of the war, Israel obtained all of the territory destined for
UNSCOP’s Jewish state as well as twenty-five hundred square miles of ter-
ritory designated for the Palestinian state. Transjordan annexed the remain-
ing twenty-two hundred square miles (the West Bank). Israel’s armed forces
destroyed 418 Arab villages, and only 133,000 Arabs remained within Isra-
el’s borders; the remaining 500,000-750,000 became refugees. The reasons
for their flight have been disputed ever since.?

There is no precise estimate of the number of Arab civilian fatalities re-
sulting from the war or from Jewish attacks and expulsions in particular,
although the number is probably a few thousand. The figure for civilian
deaths on the Jewish side is 1,162.7” At least thirty-one massacres were com-
mitted by Jewish forces, but there was also widespread use of indiscriminate
artillery and mortar fire. Civilians were intentionally targeted, however, in-
creasingly so as the war continued, but this case is on the mild end of the
civilian victimization spectrum. One reason is that the Arab population—
especially early in the war—often fled the fighting relatively easily. Many
well-to-do city-dwellers abandoned their homes in the first month or two.
This uncoerced flight reflects the weak cohesion of Palestinian Arab soci-
ety in 1947, as well as the tendency of the Arabs to leave temporarily when
fighting flared up only to return later.?® As Palestinians came to understand
that Israel would not permit them to return, they increasingly stood their
ground, and massacres became more frequent.

OF TERRITORY AND TRANSFER
This section elaborates the territorial ambitions of key Zionist decision-

makers before the war as well as their beliefs about the legitimacy and ne-
cessity of removing the Arab population from a prospective Jewish state.

[185]



Targeting Civilians in War

Although Zionist leaders accepted partition in 1947, this did not mean that
they viewed the establishment of a Jewish state in part of Palestine as the
end of the Zionist project. Rather, they viewed it as a stage on the way to
the fulfillment of Zionism, which was to redeem the whole land of Israel.
Thus, Zionist leaders had a clear interest in territorial expansion before the
war. Furthermore, there was nearly unanimous support among major Zion-
ist figures—ranging from the founder of the Zionist movement, Theodor
Herzl, to the first Israeli prime minister, David Ben-Gurion—for “transfer-
ring” the Palestinian Arabs out of Palestine—a polite word for expelling
them. Finally, the reason Zionist thinkers viewed expulsion as necessary
was the security threat a large Palestinian population would represent to
the survival of a Jewish state.

Zionism’s Territorial Ambitions

When the United Nations voted to partition Palestine in 1947, Jewish
leaders accepted the decision whereas the Arabs rejected it. This accep-
tance, however, did not mean that the Jews were content with the portion
of Palestine they received, or viewed it as the fulfillment of Zionism. On
the contrary, already ten years before the UN partition plan, Ben-Gurion
conceived of a Jewish state in part of Palestine as “not the end, but only
the beginning . .. [a] powerful boost to our historic efforts to redeem the
country in its entirety.” Ben-Gurion viewed the founding of a state as “an
important and decisive stage in the realization of Zionism,” but not the final
stage.”? He knew that the slice of Palestine the Yishuv would probably be
awarded in any partition arrangement would never be sufficient to hold
the millions of Jews who were likely to immigrate to the new state. Thus,
once a state was established, the first stage would comprise “the period of
building and laying foundations” in preparation for the second stage, “the
period of expansion.” This growth into the remainder of Palestine, accord-
ing to Ben-Gurion, would be made possible by the future Jewish state’s
military power, which meant that “we won’t be constrained from settling
in the rest of the country, either by mutual agreement and understanding
with our Arab neighbors, or by some other way.”** Ben-Gurion clarified
that this “other way” would be by armed force in remarks he made to the
Zionist Executive: “After the formation of a large army in the wake of the
establishment of the state, we will abolish partition and expand to the whole
of Palestine.”*' “The acceptance of partition,” Ben-Gurion noted, “does
not commit us to renounce Transjordan. . .. We shall accept a state in the
boundaries fixed today—but the boundaries of Zionist aspirations are the
concern of the Jewish people and no external factor will be able to limit
them.”*? Ben-Gurion perceived the potential for a state in part of Palestine,
therefore, as “a nearly decisive initial stage in our complete redemption
and an unequaled lever for the gradual conquest of all of Palestine.”
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Nor was Ben-Gurion the sole exponent of this view. Chaim Weizmann—
at the time president of the Zionist Organization and the Jewish Agency
Executive (JAE)—and Moshe Shertok—a member of the JAE—similarly
viewed the Peel Commission’s 1937 partition plan as a stage in the develop-
ment of a Jewish state to include all of Palestine. Weizmann went so far as to
inform the British high commissioner, Arthur Wauchope, “We shall expand
in the whole country in the course of time . .. this is only an arrangement
for the next 25 to 30 years.”*

The Zionist commitment to a Jewish state in the entirety of Palestine con-
tinued into the 1940s. The Biltmore Program of 1942, for example, which be-
came the official policy of the Zionist movement, called for Palestine to “be
established as a Jewish commonwealth.” Ben-Gurion was careful to point
out that by Palestine, the Biltmore Program meant all of Palestine, “not as a
Jewish state in Palestine but Palestine as a Jewish state.”* Similarly, Zionist ac-
ceptance of the UN partition plan did not signal an end to the movement’s
territorial ambitions. Ben-Gurion, for example, rejected several fundamen-
tal aspects of the UNSCOP plan—such as the proposed borders and the
establishment of an Arab state—and noted that “arrangements are never
final, ‘not with regard to the regime, not with regard to borders, and not
with regard to international agreements.””* Israel Galili, head of the Haga-
nah National Command, was even more direct in an address in April 1948:
“The Jews’ assent to the General Assembly’s resolution does not signify ac-
quiescence to partition. . . . The fullness of our strength shall determine the
territorial limits of our independence in Eretz-Yisra’el. The political bound-
aries will correspond in extent to the land wrested from the enemy.”*”

None of this evidence regarding Zionist ambitions to establish a Jewish
state in all of Palestine should be interpreted as meaning that Zionist leaders
had a plan to conquer the entire region by force of arms. On the contrary, the
Jewish side celebrated the partition resolution and agreed to cooperate with
UN authorities in implementing the plan. It merely shows that in the years
preceding partition, mainstream Zionism aspired to redeem all of Palestine
and viewed a Jewish state in part of the region as a springboard from which
to expand. Zionists, in short, hoped to settle in and annex—peacefully or by
force—the rest of Palestine in the future.

Zionism and Transfer

It is now well-known that leading Zionists accepted that establishing a
Jewish state in Palestine meant displacing the resident Arab population.®
Early Zionists tended to gloss over or ignore entirely the reality that Pales-
tine was not an empty vessel, but was actually inhabited by an Arab popu-
lation sure to dispute a Jewish claim to the region. Herzl himself, while not
ignorant of the presence of a substantial native population, did not conceive
of the Palestinian Arabs as a cohesive political community with rights over
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the land they occupied. He thought that the Arabs might allow the Zionists
to expropriate their lands because of the economic benefits they would re-
ceive from a large Jewish presence in Palestine. Herzl, although never call-
ing openly for the transfer of the Arabs, clearly found a Palestine empty of
Arabs an appealing thought, as a diary entry from 1895 demonstrates: “We
must expropriate gently. . . . We shall try to spirit the penniless population
across the border by procuring employment for it in the transit countries,
while denying it any employment in our country. ... Both the process of
expropriation and the removal of the poor must be carried out discreetly
and circumspectly.”*

Openly advocating such a policy was risky, however, both because it
increased Arab hostility and suspicion, and because during the mandate
period, British authorities—although they intermittently supported Zionist
aspirations—never committed to expropriating the Arabs or turning them
out of their homes. Public Zionist rhetoric, therefore, remained muted on
the question of transfer: “The Zionist public catechism, at the turn of the
century, and well into the 1940s, remained that there was room enough in
Palestine for both peoples. . . . There was no need for a transfer of the Arabs
and on no account must the idea be incorporated in the movement’s ideo-
logical-political platform.”* Nevertheless, prominent Zionists continued
to voice support for the idea: Chaim Weizmann, for example, proposed a
transfer scheme to British colonial authorities in 1930. Similarly, Menahem
Ussishkin, chairman of the Jewish National Fund, told reporters in April
1930: “We must continually raise the demand that our land be returned to our
possession. . . . If there are other inhabitants there, they must be transferred
to some other place. We must take over the land. We have a greater and no-
bler ideal than preserving several hundred thousands of Arab fellahin.”*!

The Zionist debate over the Peel Commission Report of July 1937—which
recommended population transfers as part of a partition plan—reveals the
extent of support among Zionist leaders for wholesale and compulsory
transfer as the solution to the Yishuv’s demographic problem. Although
the recommendation to partition Palestine was contested and ultimately
rejected by Thud Po’alei Tzion (the governing body of the most prominent
Zionist world labor movement) and the Twentieth Zionist Congress, sup-
port for transfer in both of these fora was enthusiastic and widespread.*
The question was not the morality of transfer, but the practicality of remov-
ing the Arabs from a Jewish state.

Key Zionist leaders expressed strong support for the Peel recommenda-
tion to deport 225,000 Arabs from the proposed Jewish state. In a private let-
ter written shortly after the Peel Commission issued its findings, Ben-Gurion
argued strongly for transfer, by force if necessary: “We must expel Arabs
and take their places . .. and if we have to use force—not to dispossess the
Arabs of the Negev and Transjordan, but to guarantee our own right to settle
in those places—then we have force at our disposal.”** At a JAE meeting in
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June 1938 where the issue was discussed extensively, almost every member
voiced their support for transferring the Arabs out of the Jewish state: “There
was a virtual pro-transfer consensus among the JAE members; all preferred a
‘voluntary’ transfer; but most were also agreeable to a compulsory transfer,
preferring, of course, that the British rather than the Yishuv carry it out.”*
Ben-Gurion summed up the attitudes of his fellows when he said: “I support
compulsory transfer. I do not see anything immoral in it.”*

Transfer continued to gain momentum in the 1940s even in the wake of
Britain’s renunciation of partition in the Woodhead Commission report and
the 1939 White Paper. Yosef Weitz, for example, director of the Jewish Na-
tional Fund’s Lands Department, disclosed the following thoughts in his
diary in late 1940:

It must be clear that there is no room in the country for both peoples. . . . If the
Arabs leave it, the country will become wide and spacious for us. . . . The only
solution [after World War II ends] is a Land of Israel, at least a western Land
of Israel [i.e., Palestine], without Arabs. There is no room here for compro-
mises. . . . There is no way but to transfer the Arabs from here to the neighbor-
ing countries, to transfer all of them, save perhaps for [the mainly Christian
Arabs of] Bethlehem, Nazareth and old Jerusalem. Not one village must be
left, not one [bedouin] tribe. The transfer must be directed at Iraq, Syria and
even Transjordan. For this goal funds will be found. ... And only after this
transfer will the country be able to absorb millions of our brothers and the Jew-
ish problem [in Europe] will cease to exist. There is no other solution.*

At another JAE debate on the merits of transfer in May 1944, the direc-
tor of the Jewish Agency’s Immigration Department, Eliahu Dobkin, stated:
“There will be in the country a large [Arab] minority and it must be ejected,”
a sentiment echoed by the rest of those present.*” Statistician Roberto Bachi
pointed out in a study in December 1944 that the Palestinian Arabs’ rate of
natural increase rendered their transfer out of the Jewish state absolutely
necessary: even with the massive Jewish immigration (200,000 per year)
needed to give the Jews a majority of the population in Palestine, the Arabs
would soon again outnumber the Jews because of their higher birthrate.*
That those involved understood that transfer would likely involve violence
is made clear by an October 1941 Ben-Gurion memo, “Outlines of Zionist
Policy,” in which he wrote: “Complete transfer without compulsion—and
ruthless compulsion at that—is hardly imaginable.”

Transfer as a Solution to the Arab Fifth Column

The idea of transfer was “deeply rooted in Zionist ideology” and over
time came to be accepted by all leading Zionist figures.*® The reason is
clear: the Jews would soon be outnumbered in their own country if the
Arabs were allowed to stay. Not only would the Arab population pose
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a permanent security threat; their presence could be used as leverage to
pry apart the Jewish state, much as Hitler sliced off the Sudetenland from
Czechoslovakia in 1938.5! Consider the words of JAE member Avraham
Ussishkin uttered in 1938: “We cannot start the Jewish state with . . . half
the population being Arab. ... Such a state cannot survive even half an
hour. It [i.e., transfer] is the most moral thing to do. . . . I am ready to come
and defend . .. it before the Almighty.”*> Berl Katznelson, a leader of the
Mapai Party, agreed: “There is the question of how the army, the police
and the civil service will function and how a state can be run if part of its
population is disloyal.”*

In late 1947, Ben-Gurion demonstrated an appreciation for the security
problem posed by the Palestinian population as war loomed between the
two communities. Ben-Gurion argued in November that because the Arabs
would represent a “Fifth Column,” as many of them as possible should be
given citizenship in the Palestinian Arab state envisioned by the UN’s 1947
partition plan so that they could be expelled in the event of hostilities rather
than merely imprisoned.* A month later, Ben-Gurion laid out the problem
of a large Arab minority explicitly: “In the area allotted to the Jewish state
there are not more than 520,000 Jews and about 350,000 non-Jews, mostly
Arabs. ... Such a composition does not provide a stable basis for a Jewish
state. This fact must be seen in all of its clarity and acuteness. Such a compo-
sition does not even give us absolute assurance that control will remain in
the hands of the Jewish majority.”*

In short, Zionist leaders viewed a substantial Arab population in a
Jewish state as a security threat and embraced transfer as the solution. Ac-
cording to Morris, the leaders of the Yishuv “were justified in seeing the
future minority as a great danger to the prospective Jewish state—a fifth
political, or even military, column. The transfer idea ... was viewed by
the majority of the Yishuv leaders in those days as the best solution to the
problem.”* The Arab violence of the 1920s and 1930s only highlighted the
threat because it “demonstrated that a disaffected, hostile Arab majority
or large minority would inevitably struggle against the very existence of
the Jewish state to which it was consigned, subverting and destabilising
it from the start.”>” Morris, who in his earlier work downplayed the link
between transfer thinking and the origins of the Palestinian refugee crisis,
conceded in 2001 that Zionist leaders understood in 1948 that “transfer
was what the Jewish state’s survival and future well-being demanded . . .
expulsion was in the air in the war of 1948.”% As Nur Masalha puts it,
“There was nothing new about this approach of ‘forcible transfer,” nor did
it emerge out of the blue merely as a result of the outbreak of hostilities
in 1948.”%

Again, none of this means there was a “master plan” calling for the expul-
sion of the Arabs and conquest of all of Palestine. First of all, Zionist forces
were initially on the defensive and did not possess the capability to expel

[190]



Territorial Annexation and Civilian Victimization

many Arabs. Furthermore, as I argue more extensively below, Jewish forces
turned to expulsions and destruction of villages only as their military cir-
cumstances grew more precarious in early 1948. Moreover, no one has yet
discovered documentary evidence of a blanket policy of expulsion before
the war by the Yishuv. Still, the gap between Morris and his critics has nar-
rowed considerably, as evidenced by Morris’s statement in The Birth of the
Palestinian Refugee Problem Revisited that “the displacement of Arabs from
Palestine or from the areas of Palestine that would become the Jewish State
was inherent in Zionist ideology and, in microcosm, in Zionist praxis from
the start of the enterprise.”®

PrLaN D AND THE SHIFT FROM DEFENSE TO OFFENSE

Despite the widespread belief in transfer among leading Zionists before
the war, the Yishuv began the war on the defensive and did not have a
master plan calling for the expulsion of the Palestinian Arab population
from within the boundaries of the UNSCOP-designated Jewish state. From
December 1947 to March 1948 the Haganah pursued a defensive strategy
that largely eschewed targeting Arab civilians in order to avoid escalating
the conflict. This strategy reflected the belief that the Arab response could be
controlled and partition carried out. The dispersed nature of Jewish settle-
ment also rendered the Yishuv vulnerable to Arab attack, and Ben-Gurion
and other Zionist leaders sought to limit Haganah attacks so to avert driv-
ing the bulk of the Arab population into active hostilities. This defensive
strategy, however, grew unsustainable in March 1948 as Arab militias am-
bushed Jewish convoys on the roads and threatened to isolate and dismem-
ber the Yishuv’s separate pieces.

In the face of this overwhelming military threat, Jewish leaders shifted
from defense to offense by adopting Plan D, which sought to eliminate Arab
enclaves within Jewish-inhabited areas and join these districts together
by removing Arabs from the territory in between. Realizing their peril,
Ben-Gurion and the Yishuv’s other leaders for the first time adopted a policy
that called for the destruction of Arab villages and the expulsion of their
inhabitants. Haganah forces used indiscriminate artillery and aerial bom-
bardment to terrorize Arab townspeople and villagers to flee, committed
massacres, such as at Abu Shusha (southeast of Ramle) and Tantura (south
of Haifa), and tolerated and exploited massacres perpetrated by allied Jew-
ish militias at places like Deir Yassin.®' Plan D, in short, marks the decisive
change in Jewish military strategy from a defensive policy designed to hold
on in the face of Arab attacks and to keep the conflict limited, to an offen-
sive policy of targeted violence and indiscriminate terror tactics designed
purposefully to rid the country of Arabs in order to reduce the threat to the
Jewish State’s survival posed by the Arab fifth column.
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The Defensive: December 1947-March 1948

The Haganah began the war with a defensive strategy that tried to avoid
targeting civilians, destroyed few Arab villages, and generally sought to limit
the growing conflict. As shown above, there is no question that Jewish lead-
ers desired a Jewish state free of Arabs. While this was an appealing vision,
however, the Zionist dream was not reflected in official Yishuv policy: “The
overarching, general assumption . .. during the war’s first weeks was that
the emergent Jewish State would come to life with a large Arab minority.”*2

This assumption was reflected in the war plans that guided the Haganah’s
military strategy in the first weeks of the conflict, which had no offensive
objectives. As Morris describes them, these plans called for “Haganah re-
taliatory strikes against Arab perpetrators or potential perpetrators and
against Arab targets identical to those attacked by Arab terrorists, such as
road traffic.” In other words, the strategy was a tit-for-tat policy of reprisal
aimed at Arab combatants and the same types of targets the Arabs attacked.
The Yishuv leadership was deterred from implementing harsher measures
by the fear that doing so would push uncommitted Arabs into the hostile
camp and end up worsening the Yishuv’s military position. The goal was to
be “strong enough to quell local unrest, but restricted enough not to bring
into the cycle of violence those Palestinians who remained out of it at this
stage.” Ben-Gurion opposed indiscriminate killing of civilians as a means of
reprisal, advocating instead destruction of property as a deterrent to further
attacks. Israel Galili argued that the Jewish military was a moral force and
that adherence to moral values could not be disregarded: “The Haganah is
not built for aggression, it does not wish to enslave, it values human life,
it wants to hit only those who are guilty, it does not want to ignite, but to
douse out flames.” The policy and the reasons for it are summarized in a
memo circulated by one of the Haganah'’s brigades: “We must avoid as far
as possible killing plain civilians ... and to make an effort as far as pos-
sible to always hit the criminals themselves, the bearer of arms, those who
carry out the attacks. . .. We do not want to spread the disturbances and to
unite the Arab public . . . around the Mufti and his gangs. Any indiscrimi-
nate massacre of Arab civilians causes the consolidation of the Arab masses
around the inciters.”®® Other factors that kept the Haganah response limited
were fear of unfavorable international reaction to excessive violence, par-
ticularly British intervention.

By the second week of December, however, as Jewish losses mounted and
it became apparent to all that this was not just another minor outbreak of
anti-Jewish hostility but in fact a real war, Haganah strategy became more
aggressive, but still somewhat restrained in its conduct toward Arab civil-
ians. Orders to local Haganah units, for example, demonstrated a greater
willingness to accept civilian casualties in the course of strikes on Arab ve-
hicles. Jewish retaliatory strikes were aimed at militia units but also the
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villages in which they were based, and included killing not only armed
combatants, but also unarmed men and the demolition of homes. As the
situation deteriorated further in early 1948, according to David Tal, Jewish
forces grew increasingly brutal, and “it seemed that any operational and
moral restrictions that the Hagana had practiced hitherto had been aban-
doned, as it indiscriminately hit anyone present during reprisal attacks.”®
As Yishuv military leaders apprehended the nature of the threat they faced,
Jewish military losses escalated, and the situation became increasingly dire,
the level of violence perpetrated by the Haganah increased.

Military Crisis of March 1948

After four months of war, the Haganah’s defensive strategy was failing.
Despite its numerical advantage over the ALA and associated local Arab
militias, the Haganah was severely handicapped by the geographic disper-
sal of Jewish areas of settlement. Although the Jews comprised one-third of
Palestine’s population in 1948, they were not geographically concentrated
in one region. The only contiguous stretch of Jewish-majority territory was
the coastal plain stretching from Tel Aviv to Haifa. Districts in which Arabs
comprised overwhelming majorities separated the subdistricts that con-
tained the main areas of Jewish settlement—Jerusalem, Jaffa, Haifa, and
Tiberias. Of these areas, moreover, only in Jaffa district did Jews constitute
an actual majority of the population; most major towns and cities (Tel Aviv
excepted) were populated by both Jews and Arabs living in close proximity,
with the latter often in the majority.®®

The key battles, therefore, were waged for the roads linking these areas, al-
most all of which passed through hostile areas or near Arab villages. Rather
than engage in open confrontations with the Haganah, the Arabs blocked
the roads and attacked Jewish convoys, a tactic that gave them the upper
hand in the conflict by March 1948. In the last week of March, for example,
Arab forces ambushed and wiped out three major Jewish convoys, killing
one hundred Haganah fighters and destroying most of the Haganah’s ar-
mored trucks. Combined with the impending British withdrawal and the
possibility of an attack by the neighboring Arab states, the “convoys’ cri-
sis” created the perception among top Jewish leaders that the “Yishuv was
struggling for its life; an invasion by the Arab states could deliver the coup
de grace.”®

The perception of crisis and imminent threat in March 1948 led to a radi-
cal change in strategy from a defensive orientation of reprisal, conflict limi-
tation, and restricted impact on civilians to an offensive policy designed
explicitly to eliminate the Arab population from the Jewish State. Jewish
forces needed to purge the Arab presence within Jewish areas and link these
areas by eliminating the intervening Arab enclaves.”
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The new policy was enunciated in Plan D. The introduction to Plan D
describes its goals as follows: “The objective of this plan is to gain control of
the areas of the Hebrew state and defend its borders. It also aims at gaining
control of the areas of Jewish settlement and concentration which are located
outside the borders [of the Hebrew state] against regular, semi-regular, and
small forces operating from bases outside or inside the state.”®® The plan
also called for “operations against enemy population centers located inside
or near our defensive system in order to prevent them from being used as
bases by an active armed force.” These operations were to consist of two
types: “Destruction of villages (setting fire to, blowing up, and planting
mines in the debris), especially those population centers which are difficult
to control continuously” and “mounting combing and control operations
according to the following guidelines: encirclement of the village and con-
ducting a search inside it. In the event of resistance, the armed force must be
wiped out and the population must be expelled outside the borders of the
state. . . . In the absence of resistance, garrison troops will enter the village
and take up positions in it or in locations which enable complete tactical
control.”®

The security situation facing the Yishuv in March 1948 clearly drove this
new plan. According to Morris,

The battle against the militias and foreign irregulars had first to be won if
there was to be a chance of defeating the invading armies. To win the battle
of the roads, the Haganah had to pacify the villages and towns that domi-
nated them and served as bases of belligerency: Pacification meant the vil-
lages’ surrender or depopulation and destruction. The essence of the plan
was the clearing of hostile and potentially hostile forces out of the interior of
the territory of the prospective Jewish State, establishing territorial continu-
ity between the major concentrations of Jewish population and securing the
future State’s borders before, and in anticipation of, the invasion.”

Given that “the Haganah regarded almost all the villages as actively or po-
tentially hostile,” Plan D anticipated the wholesale expulsion of the Arab
population in or near the boundaries of the Jewish State. Villages had to
be destroyed rather than simply evacuated because if their homes still
stood, Arab villagers might return to them and pose a renewed threat.”

Implementation of Plan D

The facts on the ground and the documentary record show that the
Haganah and the Jewish militias from early April initiated a campaign of
forced expulsion and village destruction that involved outright massacres
as well as indiscriminate bombardment to induce panic and flight among
Arab civilians. “During 4—9 April,” writes Morris,
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Ben-Gurion and the HGS, under the impact of the dire situation of Jewish
Jerusalem and the ALA attack on Mishmar Ha’emek, and under pressure
from settlements and local commanders, decided, in conformity with the
general guidelines of Plan D, to clear out and destroy the clusters of hostile
or potentially hostile villages dominating vital axes . .. a policy of clearing
out Arab communities sitting astride or near vital routes and along some
borders was instituted. Orders went out from HGS to the relevant units to
drive out and, if necessary, expel the remaining communities along the Tel
Aviv-Haifa axis, the Jenin-Haifa road (around Mishmar Ha’emek) and along
the Jerusalem-Tel Aviv road.

During the crucial April-June time period, “Most communities attacked
were evacuated and where no spontaneous evacuation occurred, commu-
nities more often than not were expelled. Throughout, Arabs who had fled
were prevented from returning to their homes.” Specific orders were issued
to brigade commanders: each “received a list of the villages or neighbour-
hoods that had to be occupied, destroyed and their inhabitants expelled,
with exact dates.””

The typical method of attack involved indiscriminate mortaring of Arab
towns and villages to terrorize the inhabitants into surrender or flight. The
decisive act that caused the remaining disheartened Arabs of Haifa to flee,
for example, was the Haganah mortaring of the crowded market square on
April 21—22. In Jaffa, IZL pummeled the town for three days with twenty
tons of mortar rounds designed—according to IZL’s head of operations—
“to prevent constant military traffic in the city, to break the spirit of the
enemy troops, [and] to cause chaos among the civilian population in order
to create a mass flight.” Indiscriminate mortar fire also helped trigger mass
panic in Jewish attacks on Tiberias, Safed, and Beisan, as well as numer-
ous villages in operations launched under Plan D, such as Yiftah in eastern
Galilee and Lightning in the south.”

As Plan D unfolded in April and May 1948, orders to expel Arabs and
destroy their homes became commonplace. Ben-Gurion first ordered the ex-
pulsion of Arabs from a whole area of the country in the context of the battle
for Mishmar Ha’emek—the besieged kibbutz between Haifa and Jenin—in
early April, but the rhetoric of elimination permeates the operational orders
from this period. Haganah units participating in Operation Nashon along
the Tel Aviv-Jerusalem road, for example, received orders calling for the
“liquidation,” “annihilation,” and “destruction” of villages. The objective
of Operation Lightning was “to deny the enemy a base for future operations
... by creating general panic and breaking his morale. The aim is to force
the Arab inhabitants ‘to move.”” The operational order for the Giv’ati Bri-
gade’s attack on Sawafir al Sharquiyya and Sawafir al Gharbiyya instructed
units “to expel the enemy from the villages . . . to clean the front line. . . . To
conquer the villages, to cleanse them of inhabitants (women and children
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should [also] be expelled), to take several prisoners ... [and] to burn the
greatest possible number of houses.” When about a thousand Arab villag-
ers remained in Beisan after the Haganah assault and conquest of the town
in mid May, Haganah officers—who viewed this concentration of Arab ci-
vilians so close to the front lines as a security threat—sought and received
approval to expel them: “There was a danger that the inhabitants would
revolt in the rear, when they felt a change in the military situation in favour
of the [Arab] invaders, [so within days] an order was given to evict the in-
habitants from the city.” By the end of May, according to David Yizhar, one
of the authors of the history of the Golani Brigade in the 1948 war, “For the
first time . . . the Beit Shean Valley had become a purely Jewish valley.””
Increasingly, as the Haganah implemented Plan D, the “provision to leave
intact nonresisting villages was superceded by the decision to destroy vil-
lages in strategic areas or along crucial routes regardless of whether or not
they were resisting” Haganah conquest because villages left standing could
quickly revert to enemy control.” “If, at the start of the war,” writes Morris,

the Yishuv had been (reluctantly) willing to countenance a Jewish State with
a large, peaceful Arab minority, by April the Haganah'’s thinking had radi-
cally changed: The toll on Jewish life and security in the battle of the roads
and the dire prospect of pan-Arab invasion had left the Yishuv with very
narrow margins of safety. It could not afford to leave pockets of actively or
potentially hostile Arabs behind its lines . . . the Yishuv faced, and knew it
faced, a life and death struggle. The gloves had to be, and were, taken off.”

In addition to deaths inflicted by indiscriminate mortaring of civilian areas,
Jewish forces committed more than a few atrocities and massacres in the
implementation of Plan D to help speed the population on its way. At Abu
Shusha, southeast of Ramle, Giv’ati Brigade troops killed between thirty and
seventy civilians in their assault in mid May. In preparation for the final at-
tack on Safad, the Palmah conquered the village of ‘Ein al Zeitun on May 1
and executed dozens of prisoners a day or two later. In Jaffa, IZL or Haganah
men executed fifteen Arabs in mid May after the fall of the town.”

The most famous massacre committed under the aegis of Plan D,
however—perpetrated by 1ZL and LHI—occurred in the Arab village of
Deir Yassin, a town of about 750 inhabitants located east of Qastal and just
south of the Tel Aviv-Jerusalem highway. The available evidence indicates
that the operation against Deir Yassin was intended to expel the town’s
Arab residents but, in the face of unexpected resistance and mounting at-
tacker casualties, devolved into massacre. According to one historian of
the incident, “Although massacre of civilians was not the main or original
purpose of the Deir Yassin operation, the atrocities did not result purely
from ‘heat of battle.” Massacre was discussed in advance, not restrained
when it erupted, and later pursued with organized deliberation, impunity,
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and brutality.””® The attack was conducted with the approval and coopera-
tion of the Haganah, but neither the mainstream Jewish military nor the
Jewish Agency directed the revisionist militias to murder the townspeople.
The Jewish Agency issued a statement disavowing the massacre, but no
one was ever detained or prosecuted for the outrages committed there, and
the Haganah benefited from the fear which Deir Yassin imbued in the Arab
population. Indeed, Israeli intelligence viewed the atrocity as a “decisive
accelerating factor” in promoting the flight of the Arab population.” In the
opinion of historian Avi Shlaim, “More than any other single event, it [Deir
Yassin] was responsible for breaking the spirit of the civilian population
and setting in motion the mass exodus of Arabs from Palestine.”*

Plan D in Action: The Arab Flight from Haifa

The battle for Haifa will suffice to show the nature of Jewish military op-
erations during Plan D and their impact on the Arab population. The Haga-
nah assault on Haifa, which commenced on April 21, was similar in spirit
and execution to other attacks conducted under the aegis of Plan D. The
battle began when the British commander in the area, Major General Hugh
Stockwell, fearing a serious fight between Arab and Jewish forces in Haifa,
pulled his troops out from in between the two belligerents. Observing the
British redeployment, officers of the Carmeli Brigade decided to launch an
offensive, Operation Passover Cleansing, aimed at “breaking the enemy.”*
That the violent expulsion of the Arab population was likely the objective is
shown by the order issued to the troops: “Kill any Arab you encounter; torch
all inflammable objects and force doors open with explosives.”#

Jewish political leaders did not order the cleansing of Haifa, but they
favored such an exodus and approved it retroactively. Yosef Weitz, for ex-
ample, the head of the Jewish National Fund and an ardent supporter of
transfer, visited Haifa at the time of the Haganah assault. Weitz wrote the
following in his diary: “I think that this [flight-prone] state of mind [among
the Arabs] should be exploited, and [we should] press the other inhabitants
not to surrender [but to leave].” Apparently Weitz found much sympathy
for this view at Carmeli Brigade headquarters: “I was happy to hear from
him [Carmel’s adjutant] that this line was being adopted by the [Haganah]
command, [that is] to frighten the Arabs so long as flight-inducing fear
was upon them.”® Ben-Gurion, while professing to be puzzled by the Arab
flight from Haifa, declared it to be “a beautiful sight” in his visit to the
town on May 1, and commented, “Doesn’t he have anything more impor-
tant to do?” when observing the efforts of a local official to persuade the
Arabs to stay.®

In its attack on Arab Haifa, the Carmeli Brigade made liberal use of fire-
power, particularly indiscriminate mortar fire intended to panic the popu-
lation into flight. The orders of one Carmeli battalion (the Twenty-second)
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instructed the troops “‘to kill every [adult male] Arab encountered’
and to set alight with firebombs ‘all objectives that can be set alight.””%> Arab
civilians fled the eastern parts of Haifa during the night of April 21-22, and
mortar fire and advancing infantry drove residents out of the central and
downtown areas and down to the port, one of the few remaining areas held
by the British. Jewish mortars again opened fire on the people milling around,
using the bombardment to cause a collapse in civilian morale. According to
the Haganah official history, “a great panic took hold. The multitude burst
in the port, pushed aside the policemen, charged the boats and began flee-
ing the town.”® Morris contends that Haganah commanders did not intend
the bombardment to bring about the mass flight of the Arabs, but acknowl-
edges that this was nonetheless the effect that it had: “Clearly the offensive,
and especially the mortaring, precipitated the exodus.”® Others are less
charitable in their reading of Jewish intentions: “The commander of the
Carmeli Brigade, Moshe Carmel, feared that many Arabs would remain
in the city. Hence, he ordered that three-inch mortars be used to shell the
Arab crowds on the market square. The crowd broke into the port, push-
ing aside the policemen who guarded the gate, stormed the boats and fled
the city. The whole day mortars continued to shell the city, even though
the Arabs did not fight.”*® According to British troops who witnessed the
scene,

During the morning [the Jews], were continually shooting down on all Arabs
who moved both in Wadi Nisnas and the Old City. This included completely
indiscriminate and revolting machinegun fire, mortar fire and sniping on
women and children . . . attempting to get out . . . through the gates into the
docks ... there was considerable congestion outside the East Gate [of the
port] of hysterical and terrified Arab women and children and old people on
whom the Jews opened up mercilessly with fire.*

In circumstances like these, and with the massacre at Deir Yassin less than
two weeks old, the magnitude of the Arab flight from Haifa is not surpris-
ing. Fifteen thousand people escaped during the first two days of the Haga-
nah attack alone.

Why was the Haganah so eager to see the Arabs of Haifa leave? The
answer is provided by the military situation in the northern theater. The
Yishuv expected an invasion by the Arab states, supplemented by ALA
forces already in the vicinity. Having captured Haifa, the question of how
to defend it against Arab attack became paramount. In this regard, Haifa
with its Arab population in situ presented a problem that an all-Jewish
Haifa did not: “Carmel’s commanders were keenly aware that an exodus
would solve the brigade’s main problem—how to secure Jewish Haifa with
very limited forces against attack by Arab forces from outside the town
while having to deploy a large number of troops inside to guard against
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insurrection or attack by a large, potentially hostile Arab population.” As
Morris puts it, “It made simple military as well as political sense: Haifa
without Arabs was more easily defended and less problematic than Haifa
with a large minority.”*

Most accounts of events in Haifa focus on the British-brokered nego-
tiations between the town’s Arab notables and local Jews and members
of the Haganah command. These accounts suggest that Haifa’s Jewish
leaders (and British officers) were genuinely shocked when informed on
the evening of April 22 that the Arabs wished to evacuate the town, and
that Jewish mayor Shabtai Levy begged the Arabs to stay. This shock soon
faded, however, as the benefits of Arab flight dawned on the city’s Jewish
leaders:

The local Jewish civilian leadership initially sincerely wanted the Arabs to
stay. . .. At the same time, the attitude of some of these local leaders radi-
cally changed as they took stock of the historic opportunity afforded by
the exodus—to turn Haifa permanently into a Jewish city. As one knowl-
edgeable Jewish observer put it a month later, “a different wind [began to]
blow. It was good without Arabs, it was easier. Everything changed within
a week.”

In any event, Haifa’s civilian elites had little ability to influence the course
of events: “The offensive of 21—22 April had delivered the Arab neighbour-
hoods into Haganah hands, relegating the civil leaders to the sidelines and
for almost a fortnight rendering them relatively ineffectual in all that con-
cerned the treatment of the Arab population.””

MASSACRES AND EXPULSIONS IN THE SECOND HALF OF 1948

The implementation of Plan D succeeded in clearing much of the territory
designated by UNSCOP as part of the Jewish State, but Egypt, Transjordan,
Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon responded to Israel’s declaration of independence
on May 14 by invading. The Arab armies advanced on all fronts in the war’s
first phase and again imperiled the life of the Jewish community. The IDF
took the offensive for the remaining three phases, driving out the Arab invad-
ers and conquering large chunks of land assigned to the Arabs by UNSCOP.
Again, as in April and May, a central feature of these military operations
was the destruction of Arab villages and the expulsion of their inhabitants.
Indeed, the IDF’s conduct toward Arab civilians grew more brutal as the war
went on, culminating in a spate of massacres in October in the Galilee.

This section examines two particular IDF operations, Dani in the center of
the country and Hiram in the north. The evidence shows that Israel’s political
and military leaders endorsed a policy of expulsion of Arab noncombatants
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and that indiscriminate aerial and artillery bombardment as well as outright
massacre played a central role in precipitating flight.

Lydda and Ramle

During the second phase of the interstate war in July 1948—the so-
called “Ten Days”—the IDF launched Operation Dani, designed to relieve
Jerusalem by securing the Tel Aviv-Jerusalem road. This entailed the con-
quest of Lydda and Ramle, two towns occupied by the Transjordanian Arab
Legion a scant ten miles from Tel Aviv, as well as the area running from
Latrun north to Ramallah. The presence of legion troops and Lydda and
Ramle’s location inside the area assigned to the Arab state by the UN parti-
tion plan allowed the residents to feel fairly safe, but in reality the IDF forces
employed in the operation greatly outnumbered the legionnaires stationed
in the two towns.”

Again, the preattack evidence is ambiguous regarding Israeli intentions
toward the civilian inhabitants of Lydda and Ramle. Neither the plans for
Operation Dani, nor the plans that preceded it contained any orders on the
treatment of the fifty thousand to seventy thousand Arab residents, although
orders for other operations in early July explicitly called for cleansing.”® But
Morris also observes that a “strong desire to see the population of the two
towns flee already existed” among the officers charged with commanding
the operation before it began, and that from the beginning of the assault dur-
ing the night of July 9-10, “the operations against Lydda and Ramle were
designed to induce civilian panic and flight—as a means of precipitating
military collapse and possibly also as an end itself.”** Further supporting
this view is a message sent by Operation Dani headquarters to one of the
brigades involved in the attack on July 10: “Flight from the town of Ramle of
women, the old and children is to be facilitated. The [military age] males are
to be detained.”*” Ben-Gurion himself was also reportedly obsessed with the
threat posed by Lydda and Ramle to Jewish Jerusalem and Tel Aviv.*

The methods by which the offensive was executed also sustain the inter-
pretation that the IDF brass sought to displace the inhabitants of Lydda and
Ramle. The assault began with aerial bombardment designed to frighten the
population, a new tool in the IDF arsenal. As Dani headquarters informed
the IDF General Staff on July 10, “A general and serious [civilian] flight
from Ramle” was underway. “There is great value in continuing the bomb-
ing.”¥” Dani headquarters repeatedly radioed the General Staff to request
further bombardment—including the use of incendiary bombs—owing to
its impact on the population (especially in Ramle).”® A Yiftah Brigade unit—
the Eighty-ninth Battalion led by Moshe Dayan—also launched an armored
raid into Lydda on the eleventh, “spraying machine-gun fire at anything
that moved,” an attack that killed and wounded as many as two hundred
Arabs, many if not most of whom were noncombatants.”
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Following the pullout of the Arab Legion company stationed in the town
during the night of July 11-12, the leading citizens of Ramle agreed to sur-
render. The document guaranteed the safety of the population, and stipu-
lated that all people except men of military age were free to leave. In Lydda,
on the other hand, some legionnaires and Arab irregulars holed up in the
police station, but otherwise there was no resistance as Israeli troops entered
the town (although no surrender or cease-fire negotiations had taken place).
On the morning of the twelfth, however, a few Arab Legion armored cars
drove into Lydda, sparking a firefight in which some armed townspeople
participated, possibly believing that the incursion represented the opening
of a legion counterattack. IDF troops, numbering only three hundred or
four hundred, were ordered to “shoot at ‘any clear target’ or, alternatively,
at anyone ‘seen on the streets’” in order to suppress the sniping. Morris
describes what happened next:

Some townspeople, shut up in their houses under curfew, took fright at
the sounds of shooting outside, perhaps believing that a massacre was
in progress. They rushed into the streets—and were cut down by Israeli
fire. Some of the soldiers also fired and lobbed grenades into houses from
which snipers were suspected to be operating. In the confusion, dozens of
unarmed detainees in one mosque compound, the Dahaimash Mosque, in
the town centre, were shot and killed. Apparently, some of them tried to
break out and escape, perhaps fearing that they would be massacred. IDF
troops threw grenades and apparently fired PIAT (bazooka) rockets into the
compound.'®

Approximately 250400 people were killed in the massacre, and many oth-
ers died after being expelled.”” Two IDF soldiers died.

If a policy of expulsion had not already been formulated—and the prebat-
tle attitudes of IDF commanders as well as their chosen methods of attack
in the event indicate that such a strategy may have existed—the firefight in
Lydda changed that. The brief battle underlined the tremendous danger of
leaving substantial concentrations of Arabs intact behind the front lines:

The unexpected outbreak of shooting [by snipers in Lydda] highlighted the
simultaneous threats of a Transjordanian counterattack and of a mass up-
rising by a large Arab population behind the Israeli lines, as Allon’s three
brigades were busy pushing eastwards, towards their second-stage goals,
Latrun and the Ramallah ridge. This was the immediate problem. In the
long term, the large hostile concentration of Arab population in Lydda and
Ramle posed a constant threat to the heartland of the Jewish state—to Tel
Aviv itself and to the road artery linking it to Jewish Jerusalem—as Ben-
Gurion had put it six weeks before.!*

Even some Israeli elites who opposed a general policy of Arab expulsion,
such as Yitzhak Ben-Aharon, a leader of one wing of the Mapam Party, saw
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the necessity of driving out the inhabitants of Lydda and Ramle owing to
the security threat they would always pose: “If there remains a large Arab
center . . . there will always remain the problem of [Arab] attack [on Jews].
The problem of Ramle and Lydda stands, because the evil [i.e., an Arab at-
tack from the two towns] could break out at any minute.”'® Creating a giant
refugee flow also served an immediate military purpose by congesting the
lines of a potential Arab Legion counterattack with fleeing Arab civilians.

The fate of Lydda and Ramle’s inhabitants was decided by Ben-Gurion
himself. As news of the sniping in Lydda came in to Dani headquarters,
Yigal Allon asked what should be done with the Arabs. Ben-Gurion report-
edly “responded with a dismissive, energetic gesture with his hand and
said: ‘Expel them.” '™ Subsequently, orders were sent from headquarters to
the Yiftah Brigade signed by Yitzhak Rabin, Dani’s chief of operations, di-
recting that Lydda’s residents be expelled immediately.'” A massive exodus
from the two towns took place on July 12-13, an evacuation that the IDF
made no pretense was voluntary, as IDF signals traffic spoke of “expelling
the inhabitants” and the “eviction/evacuation of the inhabitants.”® The
expellees suffered from heat, lack of water, and hunger on the trek, and an
undetermined number died.

Operation Hiram

Most of the fighting after the “Ten Days” occurred against the Egyptians
in the south.'” One exception, however, was Operation Hiram, meant to
smash Qawugji’s ALA in the north-central Galilee, where it barred a linkup
between the Jewish-held coastal areas in the west and Jewish areas north and
south of the Sea of Galilee to the east. The offensive, which took place over
the last four days of October, crushed the ALA, captured the rest of northern
Palestine, and advanced into Lebanon up to the Litani River. At least half of
the area’s population of fifty thousand to sixty thousand fled to Lebanon.

The recent release of Haganah and IDF documents shows that there was
in fact “a central directive by Northern Front to clear the conquered pocket
of its Arab inhabitants,” issued by General Moshe Carmel on the morning
of October 31.% The order itself reads: “Do all in your power for a quick and
immediate cleansing [tihur] of the conquered areas of all the hostile elements
in line with the orders that have been issued|.] The inhabitants of the areas
conquered should be assisted to leave.”'” Carmel issued this order during
or shortly after a meeting with Ben-Gurion in Nazareth, indicating that the
prime minister supported—or even authored—the expulsion order. Carmel
restated the order ten days later, adding that a cordon sanitaire five kilome-
ters deep along the Lebanese border was also to be cleared. According to
Morris, “There can be no doubt that, in the circumstances, the brigade and
district OCs understood Carmel’s first order, of 31 October (and perhaps
also his follow-up of 10 November), as a general directive to expel.”'°
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Operation Hiram opened—as had Operation Yoav in the Negev two
weeks earlier—with aerial bombing attacks on several villages by B-17s
and C-47s."" The IDF tended to view Christian villages as less threatening
than those populated by Muslims. Moreover, Muslim settlements usually
fought, whereas Christians, Druze, and Circassians tended to submit peace-
fully and avoid involvement with the ALA. Thus, Muslims primarily in-
curred the wrath of IDF units and fled or were expelled, while non-Muslims
were generally left alone.'?

Hiram resulted in a spate of massacres at Saliha, Safsaf, Jish, Hule, Sa’sa,
‘Arab al-Mawasi, Majd al Kurum, Deir al Asad, and “Eilabun. “These atroci-
ties,” writes Morris, “mostly committed against Muslims, no doubt precipi-
tated the flight of communities on the path of the IDF advance.”'® They also
sparked several investigations into IDF conduct vis-a-vis Arab civilians.
Ben-Gurion, however, who was delighted by the absence of Arabs on a trip
in Galilee after Hiram, managed to impede and then later gain control of
the investigations, which unsurprisingly resulted in no prosecutions. New
orders were issued to the IDF regarding the treatment of Arab civilians, but
the war was largely over and thus these rules had little practical effect.

The demographic incompleteness of Operation Hiram’s results is not evi-
dence of the absence of an expulsion policy, but rather of an expulsion policy
implemented late in the offensive and in incomplete fashion. Moreover, for
a variety of reasons many villagers in central Galilee did not readily flee
their homes. The swiftness of the Israeli advance, ALA proscriptions against
flight, and Lebanon’s refusal to permit refugees to cross the border all
played a role; many Arabs had probably also learned by now that running
away meant permanent exile."* As a classified IDF report on the operation
concluded, “It appears, therefore, that the Arab population in the Galilee by
and large stayed put in its villages, despite the fact that our forces tried to
throw it out, often using means which were illegal and not gentle.”'* These
means included massacres of Arab villagers. There is no evidence to indicate
that a specific policy of massacre was communicated from the Yishuv’s po-
litical leadership to the fighting units. But, according to Morris, “two things
indicate that at least some officers in the field understood Carmel’s orders
as an authorization to carry out murderous acts that would intimidate the
population into flight: the pattern in the actions and their relative profusion;
and the absence of any punishment of the perpetrators.”''¢

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS
In this section I briefly consider the impact of Israel’s regime type, per-
ceptions of the identity of the Palestinian Arabs, organizational dynamics

within the Israeli military, and desperation on the ethnic cleansing that
occurred in 1948.
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Regime Type

Let me first clarify the coding of Israel’s regime type. Israel declared in-
dependence on May 14, 1948, having just survived a civil war and bracing
for an invasion by five neighboring Arab states. I have coded Israel as a
democracy from the date of its proclamation of statehood, making this one
of the few cases of a democracy fighting a war of territorial aggrandize-
ment. The Polity 4 dataset, the primary source for coding political regimes
in international relations, gives Israel its highest possible democracy score in
1948. Michael Doyle, however, codes Israel as a liberal democracy starting in
1949, presumably because the new state did not hold its first elections until
January 25, 1949. Why, then, do I code Israel as a democracy?

Observers are unanimous that although other representative institu-
tions existed—such as the Va’ad Le’umi, or National Assembly—the Jewish
Agency comprised a “quasi-government” or a “state within a state” under
the British Mandate by the 1930s. One British observer noted in 1944 that
the agency “was in some respects arrogating to itself the powers and status
of an independent Jewish government.”"” Not only did the Jewish com-
munity have its own military force—the Haganah—Morris points out that
it also had a “protogovernment—the Jewish Agency—with a cabinet (the
Executive), a foreign ministry (the Political Department), a treasury (the
Finance Department), and most other departments and agencies of gov-
ernment,” including a school system, taxing authority, and agencies for
settling new arrivals and purchasing and developing land."® The Council
(legislative body) of the Jewish Agency was elected, half being selected
by the World Zionist Organization and the other (non-Zionist) half being
chosen from a variety of countries “in a manner best suited to local condi-
tions.”™ The Council in turn selected the Executive, and the chairman of
the Executive functioned like a prime minister. The president was more of
a figurehead position, much as the president of Israel is today. In the late
mandate period, these two positions were held by David Ben-Gurion and
Chaim Weizmann, respectively. One Israeli historian dubbed this system es-
sentially a self-governing democracy under the British Mandate, and Polity
saw fit to label it as democratic from the moment of Israel’s inception rather
than waiting until after the 1949 elections.'®

The ease of the transformation from Jewish Agency to government of
Israel indicates just how isomorphic the two structures were. As indepen-
dence neared, a multiparty committee from the Agency Executive and the
Va’ad Le’'umi appointed a thirty-seven-member People’s Council drawn
from Jewish political parties “according to their proportional political
strength in the Yishuv.” On independence, this body became the legislature
of the Provisional Government, and the various departments, agencies, and
bureaus that already existed melded into the new government ministries.
“During its tenure, from May 14, 1948, until March 10, 1949, when the first
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constitutional government was officially installed, the Provisional Govern-
ment evoked the broadest measure of national loyalty. No one questioned
either its moral or legal authority.”*?!

It is thus easy to see why Polity codes Israel as a democracy in 1948. The
legislature, although not directly elected, was appointed by people who were
elected, and was broadly representative of the political parties in the Yishuv.
This government had a rudimentary parliamentary system, an army (that
soon brought other armed Jewish groups under its control), established a
supreme court, and enjoyed a high level of legitimacy among its people.
In practice, Ben-Gurion, head of the Provisional Government, exercised a
great deal of personal authority, but this is not enough to differentiate Israel
from other democracies, where executives often wield expansive powers.

Did the democratic nature of the Israeli government have any effect one
way or the other on civilian victimization? The main consequence that dem-
ocratic politics seems to have had for Israeli policy toward Arab civilians
during the war was to moderate it slightly owing to the presence of the
Mapam Party in the ruling coalition. Mapam—the United Workers Party—
was a socialist party to the left of Ben-Gurion’s Mapai that advocated a
classless society, equal rights for Arabs, and a binational state. Mapam min-
isters sometimes questioned or opposed what they perceived to be the gov-
ernment’s policy of expulsion. In May 1948, for example, Bechor Shitrit, the
minister of police and minority affairs, argued that Arabs displaced by the
fighting should be allowed to return to their homes. Similarly, Shitrit and
his Mapam colleagues in the cabinet opposed the destruction of Arab vil-
lages and the transfer of their inhabitants. Mapam ministers also demanded
investigations into alleged IDF atrocities during Operation Hiram.!?

In general, these Mapam interventions had little effect on policy; they just
forced Ben-Gurion and the government to be more discreet in their anti-
Arab activities. Mapam’s intercessions did manage to save a few villages,
but the vast majority attacked were evacuated and destroyed. Mapam's po-
sition, however, was compromised by the activities and attitudes of its own
members. As Morris notes, although some officials and kibbutz members
spoke out against village destruction, “The great majority of settlements
and officials supported the destruction.” Mapam’s quandary is illustrated
by the Operation Hiram atrocities: “The party faced its usual problem: Ideo-
logically, it was motivated to lead the clamour; in practice, caution had to
be exercised as its ‘own’ generals, party members Sadeh and Carmel, were
involved if not implicated.” These practical connections to actions the party
ideologically opposed—as well a fundamental loyalty to the newfound
state—limited Mapam’s ability to intercede. Agriculture Minister Aharon
Cisling, for example, charged in a cabinet meeting about the Hiram mas-
sacres on November 17 that “Jews too have committed Nazi acts,” but then
“agreed that outwardly Israel, to preserve its good name and image, must
admit nothing.” The government and the IDF stonewalled the investigations
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into the atrocities, and the only result was that new orders were issued to
the IDF in mid December—when the war was nearly over—to respect civil-
ian life. Thus, although the presence of Mapam in the governing coalition
at times proved to be a “nettle in the garden,” its objections were easily
circumvented by Ben-Gurion and Mapai with the result that the expulsion
of Arab civilians, destruction of villages, and prevention of refugee return
went forward largely unhindered.'?

Identity

Jewish leaders viewed themselves as superior to Arabs, but if anything
this belief had the opposite effect of the one predicted by the barbaric iden-
tity hypothesis. In the midst of the Arab Revolt, for example, Ben-Gurion
argued that the Arabs were trying to provoke the Jews to descend to their
level and turn the “country red with blood.” Ben-Gurion maintained that
the Yishuv should respond with a policy of havlaga (restraint): “We are not
Arabs, and others measure us by a different standard, which doesn’t allow
so much as a hairsbreadth of deviation . .. our instruments of war are dif-
ferent from those of the Arabs, and only our own instruments can guaran-
tee our victory.” Ben-Gurion’s desire to displace the Palestinian Arabs was
political, not emotional, motivated by the need to establish a viable Jewish
state rather than perceptions of the Arabs as savages. As he wrote in his
diary in 1936: “I have never felt hatred for Arabs, and their pranks have
never stirred the desire for revenge in me. But I would welcome the destruc-
tion of Jaffa, port and city. Let it come; it would be for the better.” He may
very well have viewed the Arabs as “barbaric and mendacious,” but these
feelings were not the source of his policy toward them.'*

Clearly, however, the Palestinian Arabs’ identity affected Israel’s treat-
ment of them. The Jews viewed them as a fifth column because they shared
the same Arab identity as the surrounding Arab states, which eventually
invaded Israel in May 1948. This is not the same argument, however, as
the identity hypothesis explored here: that civilians of another group are
targeted because members of that group are viewed as barbarians. Surely
many Zionist leaders viewed the Palestinians paternalistically or with con-
tempt, but in the high level discussions of Zionist leaders over decades,
there is not much rhetoric to support the argument that Arabs were victim-
ized because Jews perceived them as barbaric savages.

Organization Theory

The parochial organizational interest argument can be quickly dismissed,
as the Haganah (later IDF) was the only military service the nascent Israeli
state possessed.'” The organizational culture argument, however, does
merit consideration, as leaders of the Haganah early in the war adhered to
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what might be considered a precursor to the later “purity of arms” doctrine.
The Haganah General Staff, in the period December 1947-March 1948, “at-
tempted to keep its units” operations as ‘clean” as possible . . . orders were
repeatedly sent out to all Haganah units to avoid killing women, children
and old people. In its specific orders for each operation, the HGS almost
always included instructions not to harm noncombatants.”'* The Haganah,
at least according to these pronouncements, had a culture of restraint when
it came to civilians, beliefs on which it acted when hostilities began in
December 1947.

This culture began to decline in importance, however, as the violence of
Haganah reprisals quickly escalated. In fact, it appears that a better explana-
tion for Haganah restraint toward Arab civilians in the war’s early months
was the desire to prevent the conflict from spreading: “Our interest, if dis-
turbances break out,” wrote Galili, chief of the Haganah National Staff,
“is that the aggression [i.e., violence] won’t spread out over time and over
a great deal of space. From this perspective, the most important defensive
measure is where we are attacked, there to retaliate.”'” As described above,
however, as Arab attacks became more widespread and the Jewish mili-
tary position grew more precarious, any culture of restraint began to give
way. By the time of Plan D, which entailed the destruction of villages and
purposeful targeting of civilians, whatever culture of restraint existed in
the Haganah had largely evaporated. The Jewish armed forces willingly ex-
ecuted the national policy of using violence to expel the Palestinian Arabs.

Deterrence and Desperation

As should be evident by now, deterrence and desperation played key roles
in addition to the underlying Zionist desire to expand territorially in gen-
erating the outcome in 1948. When hostilities broke out in December 1947,
Jewish leaders exercised restraint because they hoped to keep the conflict
limited and wished to avoid provoking uninvolved Arabs from joining the
fight. Despite possessing an edge in overall manpower, the Zionist military
position was precarious owing to the dispersed nature of Jewish settlement
in Palestine. This vulnerable position deterred the Zionist leadership from
aggressively targeting the Arab population for fear of provoking potentially
devastating counterattacks. Over time, however, as their military position
worsened and casualties rose, Jewish leaders realized that victory and con-
quering Arab areas and expelling Arab civilians were deeply intertwined.
In fact, they were one and the same. Winning the war required a general
attack on Arab society, not just reprisals against Arab combatants. Only by
removing the latent threat posed by the Arab population in the midst of the
Yishuv could the Jews of Palestine obtain security. In this way, the strong
prewar desire for a Palestine without Arabs aligned with the military needs
of the moment to produce a policy of expulsion.
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THis chapter has argued that civilian victimization—in the form of cleansing—
occurs when belligerents intend to conquer and annex territory inhabited by
people they view as threatening or hostile. In the case of Palestine in 194748,
the Yishuv implemented a policy of violence and expulsion against Pal-
estinian Arabs because Jewish leaders believed that Arab villagers were a
real or potential fifth column who threatened the existence of the Jewish
state.

Three points bear emphasizing. First, Ben-Gurion and others did not
view partition as the fulfillment of the Zionist ideal, but only a stage in
the ultimate redemption of the entirety of Palestine as a Jewish state. They
wanted to expand territorially, and this desire came increasingly to the fore
as it became militarily possible.

Second, the idea of transferring—that is, expelling—the Arabs from Pal-
estine did not occur to Jewish leaders de novo in 1948. Rather, transfer was
an essential part of Zionism from Herzl forward, and support for transfer
was nearly unanimous among Zionists from all points on the ideological
spectrum. It would be inaccurate and ahistorical to claim that the rich his-
tory of transfer thinking did not deeply inform events as they unfolded in
1948. Indeed, the only reason that Arab villages interspersed with Jewish
ones represented a security threat “resulted from the Zionist movement’s
ideological premise and political agenda, namely the establishment of an
exclusivist state.”'?® The prerequisite for the creation of a Jewish State was
a permanent Jewish majority, and the closer to homogeneity the better.'”
A hostile Arab population within was doubly dangerous given the over-
whelming hostile majority without.

Third, there was a decisive shift in Jewish military strategy at the end of
March 1948 that came in response to the military predicament of the Yishuv,
particularly the severe losses suffered in the battle for the roads. These set-
backs apparently convinced Jewish leaders that they would lose the war
by remaining on the defensive. The implementation of Plan D, originally
scheduled for after the British completed their departure from the country,
was pushed forward to early April with the goal of welding together the re-
gions of Jewish settlement and subduing the Arab populations within and
between those regions. This meant conquering and occupying Arab towns
and villages, as well as leveling those villages (and expelling their inhabitants)
from areas along sensitive lines of communication or if the settlements resisted
(or were suspected of disloyalty). If Plan D was not the “master plan” for the
expulsion of the Palestinians claimed by Walid Khalidi or Ilan Pappe, it cer-
tainly envisioned their forcible displacement on a large scale, a process facili-
tated by massacres and terror tactics such as aerial bombardment.

The fear of a substantial Arab fifth column also decisively influenced
the decision to bar any return of Arab refugees after the war. According
to the director of the IDF Intelligence Department, for example, “There is
a serious danger [that returning villagers] will fortify themselves in their
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villages behind our front lines, and with the resumption of warfare, will
constitute at least a [potential] fifth Column, if not active hostile concen-
trations.”’ Israeli leaders were well aware of the historic opportunity the
Arab evacuation presented: the possibility of achieving a (nearly) homoge-
neous Jewish state was within their grasp.

That said, the Yishuv viewed Muslim Arabs as more threatening than
Christian Arabs or Druze. The IDF expelled hardly any Druze even in one
case in which the Druze resisted. Druze were allowed to remain in mixed
villages from which Muslims and/or Christians were removed.'* The pref-
erential treatment afforded the Druze (and some Christian Arabs) by the IDF
highlights a larger point: whether or not a particular group is attacked in a
war like the one between the Jews and Arabs in 1948 depends on the threat
the attacker perceives that group presents and thus the potential costs of oc-
cupying the territory. Ethnic or national identity is often the proxy used for
threat. The Zionists perceived their dispute to be primarily with the Muslim
Arabs of Palestine, and viewed Christian Arabs and Druze as less threat-
ening. Not all wars of territorial expansion, therefore, will necessarily be
accompanied by brutality and expulsions; it depends on how the invader
views the reliability of the newly subjected population.
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Negative Cases

Why Civilian Victimization Doesn’t Happen

In the past four chapters I have presented evidence to support the claim
that desperation—to win and to save the lives of one’s own soldiers—and
the intention to conquer and annex territory cause civilian victimization.
These case studies have shown, for example, that democracies and nonde-
mocracies each target civilians when these factors are present. Moreover,
states from similar and disparate cultural backgrounds have attacked each
other’s noncombatant populations, indicating that the perception of “bar-
barity” is not the key factor. Finally, military organizations with and without
“punishment” cultures, and services seeking organizational independence
and those already established as separate armed services, have behaved
similarly when faced with desperate circumstances.

The analysis thus far has focused on cases in which civilian victimiza-
tion occurred and sought to explain why it happened. An equally impor-
tant task, however, is to examine cases where civilian victimization did not
occur and ask: Why was it absent? Were desperation and the desire to annex
territory also absent? If my theory is right, short, victorious wars that cost
little in the way of casualties should not be accompanied by civilian victim-
ization, unless the victor intends to annex the loser’s land and perceives a
threat from the local population.

This chapter provides an overview of a variety of negative cases before
turning to a case study of U.S. decision-making in the 1991 Persian Gulf
War. The details of this case confirm that President Bush and his key mili-
tary advisers came to expect a short, victorious war with limited American
casualties. Civilians were not targeted intentionally, in line with American
values and the low costs of military operations, which provided no reason
to escalate.
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Other aspects of this case give some cause for unease, however. First,
although it was technically not a case of civilian victimization, U.S. target-
ing of Iraqi electrical systems led to substantial civilian deaths after the
war, owing to disease caused by contaminated water. These deaths were
not purposefully inflicted, but they were not wholly collateral either since
the intent of the United States was to “pressure” the civilian population
to depose Saddam Hussein. This incident highlights the fine line between
making noncombatants uncomfortable versus killing them, and also how
abiding by the rules of war does not always reduce the number of civilian
casualties.

Second, the U.S. resort to economic sanctions—though mostly before and
after the actual war—did target Iraqi civilians. American leaders, anxious
to avoid the costs of battle, implemented a blockade of Iraq, embargoing all
foodstuffs before the war and to a lesser degree afterward. The immediacy
with which the United States decided to deny food to the Iraqi population
suggests that the concern that democracies increasingly show for protect-
ing civilians from direct attack does not extend to less overt forms of harm,
and that democracies continue to accept the deaths of enemy civilians as a
means to protect the lives of their own soldiers.

The chapter closes with a brief examination of the 2003 Iraq War and the
Iraqi insurgency, arguing that although the war against the insurgents has
become protracted, several factors—such as the historically low fatality
rates suffered by U.S. forces, the U.S. goal of stabilization and withdrawal
rather than inflicting decisive defeat on the rebels, and possibly the organi-
zational culture of the military—has so far averted civilian victimization.

NEGATIVE CASsEs: AN OVERVIEW

A few of these negative cases have already been mentioned in passing.
Germany’s campaigns in Western Europe in 1940, for example, resulted in
quick and decisive victories, and were generally characterized by little loss
of civilian life. Only when stymied by the Royal Air Force in the Battle of
Britain did the Germans strike at the civilian population in the hope that
bombing would bring the British to their senses. Germany’s attack on Poland
in 1939, however, appears at first glance to contradict the argument, as civil-
ian victimization took place in a war that lasted less than a month. A closer
look reveals that in spite of the war’s brevity, both factors that trigger civil-
ian victimization were present. At a time when Germany had few units to
ward off France in the west, Polish resistance in Warsaw threatened to bog
down German forces in a protracted siege. Hitler authorized air and artillery
strikes on the capital, hoping to demoralize the defenders and bring about
an early surrender. Moreover, Poland was destined to be annexed to the
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Reich, and Hitler moved quickly to target Polish civic leaders, intelligentsia,
as well as some Jews to decapitate potential resistance.!

Colonial Wars

British colonial wars provide another set of negative cases. The British
Army triumphed easily in many of these conflicts when their tribal oppo-
nents attempted to confront superior British firepower and discipline in
open battle. Perhaps the most famous confrontation of this type was the Bat-
tle of Omdurman in 1898, where British forces under Lord Kitchener slew
nearly eleven thousand of the Mahdi’s Dervishes at a cost of only forty-nine
fatalities on their own side.? British wars in the 1840s against the Sikhs—
who possessed a conventional army and fought set-piece battles—ended
with similar, if slightly less lopsided, outcomes. An