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Abstract What effect does state violence have on the cohesiveness and fragmenta-
tion of insurgent organizations? This article develops a theory of how state violence
against civilians affects insurgent cohesion and fragmentation in civil war. It argues
that the state-led collective targeting of an armed group’s alleged civilian constituency
increases the probability of insurgent fragmentation, defined as the process through
which insurgent organizations split into distinct entities, each with its own social com-
position, goals, and leadership. This effect is driven by the interaction of several
mechanisms at the individual, group, and organizational levels: state-led collective tar-
geting enlarges the supply of fresh recruits, strengthens the bonds between immediate
group members (interpersonal cohesion), and disrupts intra-organizational coordination,
strategic unity, and institutional arrangements that underpin the commitment of individ-
ual fighters to the organization as a whole (ideological cohesion). The implications of
this argument are empirically tested in an analysis of armed groups fighting against
their governments between 1946 and 2008. The results suggest that campaigns of
massive state violence directed against the civilian constituency of rebel groups increase
the overall risk of insurgent fragmentation, a finding that has important implications for
the duration and escalation of civil wars.

State violence against civilians is a cause of immense human suffering in many coun-
tries around the globe. Between 2017 and 2018 an estimated 700,000 Rohingya were
displaced from Myanmar to refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, in one of the
most recent waves of violence against them. A fact-finding mission sent by the UN
Human Rights Council concluded that the human rights violations in Kachin,
Rakhine, and Shan States were “shocking for their horrifying nature and ubiquity”
and identified “the Myanmar security forces, particularly the military,” as the princi-
pal perpetrators.1 In the armed conflict that has ravaged Syria since 2011, many thou-
sands of civilians have died as a result of persistent state violence, often inflicted by
unguided barrel bombs dropped in large numbers, and frequently hitting markets,
hospitals, and schools.2 The UN Special Adviser on the Prevention of Genocide
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expressed grave concern about noncombatants in areas under attack by the govern-
ment, given that “government offensives in areas controlled by armed opposition
groups in Syria have been carried out with little regard for the lives of civilians.”3

Over the course of the civil war in Guatemala from the early 1960s to the mid
1990s, most of the state’s victims were civilians, and most of those were of indigen-
ous origin.4 In 1999, the Commission for Historical Clarification concluded that over
80 percent of the 200,000 war victims were Mayan, and that state forces and affiliated
paramilitary groups were responsible for more than 90 percent of all documented vio-
lations.5 Other high-profile examples of large-scale state violence against civilians
include the internal armed conflicts in Chechnya, Sri Lanka, and Sudan. In short,
large-scale state violence against civilians remains a horrifyingly common feature
around the globe. Between 1955 and 2005 alone, ninety campaigns of state-led
mass killings with 1,000 victims or more have been identified, the overwhelming
majority conducted in the context of political instability, such as civil wars.6

Evidence from several studies suggests that the likelihood of state-led mass killings
of civilians increases dramatically in times of internal conflict, when state actors
deliberately target not only rebels but also members of their alleged civilian constitu-
ency, or fail to effectively distinguish between the two.7 Yet the consequences of this
type of violence for wartime dynamics, and armed groups in particular, remain poorly
understood. While previous research has suggested a critical role for state-orches-
trated civilian victimization in explaining patterns of insurgent violence,8 insurgent
recruitment,9 civil war occurrence,10 and insurgent territorial control,11 little is known
about how state-led violence against civilians affects the networks, institutions, and
internal functioning of insurgent groups.
In this paper I investigate the social and institutional repercussions of state-led col-

lective targeting, and in particular its consequences for the cohesiveness of armed
groups. I explore how the targeting of an armed group’s alleged civilian constituency
affects the probability of insurgent fragmentation, defined as the process through
which insurgent organizations split into distinct entities with their own composition,
goals, and leadership. I develop a theoretical framework that specifies several
mechanisms through which collective state violence influences various dimensions
of insurgent cohesion and internal control, and derive the implications for an organi-
zation’s vulnerability to internal splits. The theory holds that while state violence
against the alleged constituency of insurgent groups strengthens bonds between

3. United Nations 2018.
4. Ball, Kobrak, and Spirer 1999; Commission for Historical Clarification 1999.
5. Commission for Historical Clarification 1999.
6. Ulfelder and Valentino 2008.
7. Kalyvas and Kocher 2007; Krcmaric 2018; Ulfelder and Valentino 2008; Valentino, Huth, and

Balch-Lindsay 2004.
8. Condra and Shapiro 2012; Lyall 2009; Toft and Zhukov 2015.
9. Goodwin 2001; Kalyvas and Kocher 2007; Nillesen and Verwimp 2009; Viterna 2006; Wood 2003.
10. Uzonyi and Hanania 2017.
11. Kocher, Pepinsky, and Kalyvas 2011.
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immediate group members (interpersonal or primary cohesion) and multiplies indi-
vidual-level motivations to fight, it also tends to weaken organizational coordination,
strategic unity, and institutions that foster the commitment of individual fighters to
the organization as a whole (ideological or secondary cohesion). In particular, I
argue that institutions that forge and sustain secondary cohesion within armed orga-
nizations tend to be disrupted by state violence, even while the demand for these same
institutions is increased by the influx of new recruits. My theory further implies that it
is the distinct combination of strengthened primary cohesion and weakened second-
ary cohesion that, together with surges in fresh recruits, increases the probability of
internal splits.
While the theoretical argument is motivated and illustrated with qualitative ex-

amples, the core empirical implication is tested in a quantitative analysis of insurgent
organizations that were active between 1946 and 2008. I use a novel data set that
records (for the first time in this detail, to my knowledge) whether the civilian con-
stituency of each armed group has been affected by state-led collective targeting in
the context of a mass killing episode. I find that the state-led targeting of the civilian
constituency of rebel groups increases the overall probability of major insurgent
splits. This finding has important implications for the duration and severity of civil
wars because fragmentation may intensify conflicts and make them harder to
resolve. Moreover, the study shows that the entrance of new nonstate actors into
the global landscape of political violence is aided by violations committed by
states in their quest to maintain a monopoly on violence.

What Do We Know?

The extent to which insurgent organizations manage to maintain internal control and
cohesion varies dramatically. Some organizations successfully unite their members
behind a common goal for a very long time, while others quickly disintegrate and
decay, sometimes into violently competing groups.12 The Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), for instance, was a highly unified organiza-
tion for several decades, successfully managing a multitude of blocs and fronts.13

By contrast, the Groupe Islamique Armée, founded in Algeria in 1992, underwent
several splits within the first few years of its existence, as insurgent leaders defected
to form their own armed opposition, resulting in organizational fragmentation and
violent confrontations between different groups.14

A thriving body of literature explores the puzzling variation in the internal cohe-
sion of opposition movements and armed groups.15 However, insights into the

12. Bakke, Cunningham, and Seymour 2012; Kenny 2010; Staniland 2010.
13. Gutiérrez Sanín 2008.
14. Algeria, Conflict Encyclopedia, Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP), <https://ucdp.uu.se/

country/615>, accessed 12 September 2022.
15. For a review, see Pearlman and Cunningham 2012.
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impact of state violence are limited. Either studies have been primarily concerned
with determinants that are exogenous to wartime dynamics,16 or they have only par-
tially examined the effect of state violence against civilians as a causal variable.17

Moreover, this literature has wide conceptual diversity, which complicates the com-
parison of findings and claims. Overall, when it comes to the effect of state repression
on the cohesiveness of opposition movements, the evidence is still scarce and mixed.
Scholars have variously claimed that state repression tends to strengthen the collect-
ive identity and internal cohesion of targeted groups,18 that it fosters tendencies of
movement fragmentation or cooperation,19 that it increases the propensity of move-
ments to fragment,20 or that it has no effect at all.21 Prior work on fragmentation has
also often focused on either small subunits on the one hand, or overall movements or
conflicts on the other,22 rather than insurgent organizations in particular.23 Another
limitation of prior work has been the reliance on generalized conceptualizations
and measures of state repression, rather than distinct forms and targets of state
violence.24

In summary, previous work has greatly enhanced our understanding of how armed
groups try to maximize cohesion and internal control.25 I extend these important
insights by developing a theory of how state violence against civilians affects the
fragmentation of insurgent organizations. The theoretical framework incorporates
several intersecting mechanisms at different levels of analysis, and two distinct
notions of insurgent cohesion.26 The empirical implications are evaluated based on
novel data on collective state violence against the alleged civilian constituency of
rebel groups. To the best of my knowledge, this study provides the first theoretical
and empirical inquiry that directly addresses the effects of such targeting on insurgent
cohesion and fragmentation in civil war.27

16. For example, Bearman 1991; Costa and Kahn 2008; Shils and Janowitz 1948; Staniland 2014.
17. For example, Kenny 2010, 2011; McLauchlin and Pearlman 2012.
18. For example, Khawaja 1993, 66.
19. McLauchlin and Pearlman 2012.
20. Seymour, Bakke, and Cunningham 2016.
21. Again, though, conceptualizations and measures of state violence and fragmentation vary widely. For

example, Asal, Brown, and Dalton 2012 study the determinants of splits among ethnopolitical organiza-
tions in the Middle East and find no effect of state violence against organizations, while Fjelde and
Nilsson 2018 consider the effect of human rights violations and repression more generally on the rise of
new rebel groups.
22. For example, Fjelde and Nilsson 2018; McLauchlin and Pearlman 2012; Mosinger 2017; Seymour,

Bakke, and Cunningham 2016.
23. Important exceptions include Kenny 2010 and Staniland 2014.
24. An exception is the qualitative study of Staniland 2014. He argues that persistent and indiscriminate

state violence can have a unifying effect on organizations that have weak central and robust local control.
However, he cautions that the associated mechanisms are tenuous (50–51).
25. For example, Kenny 2010; Shapiro 2013; Staniland 2014; Weinstein 2007; Woldemariam 2014.
26. Siebold 2007, 2011; Wood 2012.
27. While Kenny 2010 explicitly focuses on wartime socialization as an important determinant of insur-

gent cohesion, and on strategic interactions with state forces as determinants of insurgent structural integ-
rity, his theory does not directly address the effects of state violence against civilians.
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A Theory of State Violence and Insurgent Fragmentation

In this section I develop a theory that integrates several mechanisms through which
the collective targeting of armed groups’ purported support base promotes the frag-
mentation of armed groups. I argue that this targeting increases the supply of volun-
teers by pushing people into the opposition’s ranks who would not otherwise have
joined. Such upswings in the supply of volunteers committed to the fight against
the state, but not necessarily to the organization they join, may threaten the cohesive-
ness of armed organizations, unless there are sufficient incentives and institutional
capacities to screen, socialize, and indoctrinate new and prospective recruits in
accordance with the organization’s identity, values, and interests. These incentives
and capacities are themselves endogenous to wartime dynamics, however, and I
argue that they will be undermined by the consequences of state-led civilian targeting.
Moreover, state violence will tend to reduce strategic unity and insurgent internal
control. As a result, while bonds between immediate group members (primary or
interpersonal cohesion) tend to be strengthened by collective state violence, the com-
mitment of individual fighters to the organization overall (secondary or ideological
cohesion) will be weakened. It is precisely under these conditions that aspiring
leaders of defecting factions will have the greatest incentives to become first
movers and launch their “own” rebellion. Collective desertion is a risky endeavor,
and prospective leaders of nascent splinter groups will seize the initiative only
once they are confident that their closest allies and subordinates will stay loyal
when the time comes—and that, once defected, they will be able to enlarge their
ranks fast. Thus, once secondary cohesion is weakened, upsurges in fighting
morale, strengthened primary cohesion, and inflows of fresh recruits provide ideal
conditions for concerted defections that result in insurgent splits.

Assumptions and Concepts

This article adopts the conceptual distinction between selective, collective, and indis-
criminate targeting of civilians. Selective violence aims to punish behavioral non-
compliance at the individual level,28 while indiscriminate targeting is completely
arbitrary.29 In between is collective targeting,30 or “group-selective violence,”31

which is based on collective attributes—in civil wars, often attributes that are asso-
ciated with the social constituency of the opponent, such as geographic location, pol-
itical affiliation, or ethnic identity.32 I focus on state-led collective targeting against
the alleged civilian constituency of armed groups, and in particular where such

28. Kalyvas 2006, 141–142.
29. Lyall 2009.
30. Gutiérrez-Sanín and Wood 2017; Steele 2009; Wood 2010.
31. Straus 2015.
32. Cederman et al. 2020; Fjelde et al. 2021.
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campaigns of state violence reach a massive scale.33 I specifically theorize the effects
of collective violence against civilians who are targeted because of their suspected
affiliation with or support for insurgent groups.
I use the terms armed opposition organization, rebel organization, and insurgent

organization interchangeably. Like Kenny and Woldemariam, I restrict the term
insurgent fragmentation to the splintering of an insurgent organization into two or
more distinct ones, each with its own social composition, goals, and leadership.34

Insurgent fragmentation thus refers to concerted defections within an insurgent
organization, a phenomenon that has to be distinguished from individual desertions
and side-switching, which may occur to a significant degree without constituting
fragmentation.35 By insurgent internal control I mean the extent to which the lead-
ership exerts control over the factions and individual members of a rebel organiza-
tion, in the sense of being able to oversee and discipline the behavior of
subordinate group members.36

Regarding the concept of insurgent cohesion, Wood introduced the distinction
between primary and secondary cohesion from military sociology to the study of
armed groups engaged in civil wars.37 Building on this work, by primary cohesion
I mean the extent to which horizontal and vertical bonds between primary group
members (that is, individuals that regularly interact face to face) are positively
“loaded” with a sense of collective responsibility and mutual trust, while I restrict
the term secondary cohesion to the extent to which individuals identify with the
armed organization as a whole.38 Secondary and primary cohesion are thus related
to the concept of collective identity, “an individual’s cognitive, moral, and emotional
connection with a broader community, category, practice, or institution.”39 In what
follows, I will use the terms secondary cohesion and ideological cohesion as syn-
onymous, and the terms primary cohesion and interpersonal cohesion as interchange-
able as well.40

Building on a rich body of work that has documented adverse selection problems in
recruitment41 and highlighted the relevance of indoctrination for the transformation

33. Ulfelder and Valentino 2008.
34. Kenny 2010, 537; Woldemariam 2011, 35–36.
35. Kenny 2010; Woldemariam 2011.
36. Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2009.
37. Wood 2009, 2010, 2012; see also Siebold 2007, 2011.
38. Note that according to how I use the term, primary group cohesion is not defined by the size of a

group. The size of primary groups varies with the structure and strategies of armed organizations and
the specific circumstances of combat that determine which individuals will have regular and close personal
contact and hence constitute the primary group members. For a similar definition of primary cohesion, see
Cohen 2010, 21–23. I adopt, and build on, the definition of secondary cohesion in Wood 2009, 137 and
Wood 2010, 313. On social cohesion, see also MacCoun, Kier, and Belkin 2006.
39. Polletta and Jasper 2001, 285.
40. I focus specifically on the ideology of armed organizations rather than broader ideologies. On the

surface, armed groups might adopt similar ideologies, but there is significant variation within categories
such as Marxism or ethnonationalism. Schubiger and Zelina 2017.
41. Obayashi 2018; Shapiro 2013; Weinstein 2007.

38 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

23
00

00
12

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818323000012


of individual preferences and armed group cohesion,42 I proceed from the assumption
that the most secure foundations of secondary cohesion are strong institutions for
indoctrination and political education. Typically tied to an organization’s particular
ideology and agenda, these institutions provide coherent frameworks and instruments
to align the commitments and preferences of individual fighters with the organiza-
tion’s goals and principles as defined by the leadership. I further assume that if sec-
ondary cohesion is strong among commanders and rank-and-file members,
combatants will not desert in large numbers, be it on their own or in groups. If, on
the contrary, cohesion is weak across the board, and both interpersonal and secondary
cohesion low, individual defections might be common, but insurgent fragmentation
unlikely. Concerted defections leading to fragmentation occur when prospective
leaders of splintering factions are convinced that their allies and followers will
remain by their side, and that, once formed, their new group will grow quickly in size.

Supply of Recruits, Screening, and Recruitment

At the individual level, the state-led collective targeting of noncombatants that fre-
quently occurs in civil wars increases the supply of volunteers for armed organiza-
tions. This occurs through several mechanisms: by fostering moral outrage and
thus participation-related emotional rewards,43 by reinforcing grievances that stir
reactive mobilization through increased individual cost tolerance and radicaliza-
tion,44 and by turning protection from state violence into a selective incentive.45

This implies that, while state violence against civilians tends to create surges of
fresh recruits, it also tends to do so via motivations related to the state, rather than
the long-term goals and principles of the rebel group.46 As a result, rebel organiza-
tions are typically faced with an increased influx of volunteers driven by motives
such as protection and vengeance, rather than a commitment to the ideological prin-
ciples of the organization they join. Note that this does not imply these recruits are
opportunistic or lack determination.47 They are likely to be highly committed to
the fight against the state, but not necessarily to the organization under whose
banner they fight.48 An abundant supply of such recruits has the potential to impair

42. Gates 2017; Gutiérrez Sanín 2008; Gutiérrez Sanín and Wood 2014; Hoover Green 2011, 2016;
Kenny 2011; Oppenheim et al. 2015; Schubiger and Zelina 2017; Wood 2012.
43. Wood 2003.
44. Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013; Goodwin 2001; Wucherpfennig et al. 2012.
45. Kalyvas 2006; Kalyvas and Kocher 2007; Mason and Krane 1989; Mason 2004.
46. See also Elster 2006.
47. Hanson 2021 argues that high-risk environments such as government crackdowns help leaders iden-

tify committed recruits. On recruitment context and different types of recruits, see also Weinstein 2007 and
Mironova 2019.
48. I distinguish between motivations incited specifically by state violence on the one hand, and motiva-

tions tied to the particular ideology and political goals of armed organizations—beyond power or the fight
against an abusive state—on the other. On ideological differences between armed groups of the same orien-
tation or opposition movement, see also Mironova 2019; Schubiger and Zelina 2017.
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the internal control and cohesion of armed groups because the norms and preferences
between combatants and leaders may be poorly aligned.49

Armed-group leaders often screen prospective joiners in a bid to recruit followers
whose preferences are already well aligned with those of the group.50 Indeed, armed
groups do not always aspire to grow in size, especially if this comes at the expense of
the “quality” of their recruits.51 However, armed groups also differ markedly in their
skill and capacity to select and screen prospective recruits.52 The extent to which
(over-)supplies of certain “types” of recruits will impair insurgent cohesion will thus
depend on the recruitment and screening strategies of the group, as well as the internal
institutions that forge and sustain the commitment of individuals not only to their imme-
diate peers but also to the goals andprinciples of the organization.At the same time, these
strategies are themselves endogenous to state violence: while state violence against civi-
lianswill enlarge the supplyof new recruits for insurgents, it alsohas a tendency tounder-
mine the capacity of insurgent organizations to screen these volunteers carefully. The
targeting of the civilian support base of insurgent groups typically enforces insurgent dis-
location, strategic adjustments, and sometimes even the breakdown into smaller operat-
ingunits, thusdiverting resources away from the screeningof fresh recruits.Moreover, as
with other threats to insurgent groups’ survival, attacks on their support base increase the
pressure on themboth to strike back against state forces to showresilience and strength,53

and to open their ranks to aspiring recruits,makingmore lenient screeningmore likely.54

Finally, even if armed organizations have no incentives to enlarge their ranks, they may
be concerned that turning down volunteers would make them available to rival armed
groups.55

Of course, insurgent organizations may be able to adapt. The recruitment and
screening practices of the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA), for example,
underwent several major transformations. In the late 1970s the organization was rad-
ically reorganized and the number of members reduced as a reaction to an influx of
recruits motivated primarily by state violence, leading to problems with infiltration.56

And in the 1980s the Fianna Eireann (the organization’s youth wing) was disbanded
in a bid to tighten recruitment practices once more, for similar reasons.57 The
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) also successfully tightened their

49. On recruitment strategies and preference divergence, see also Foster 2019; Hanson 2021; Kenny
2010; Mason 2004, 95; Mironova 2019; Obayashi 2018; Shapiro 2013; Weinstein 2007.
50. Foster 2019; Hanson 2021; Mironova 2019; Obayashi 2018; Shapiro 2013; Weinstein 2007.
51. Kalyvas and Kocher 2007.
52. Screening is a delicate process. Mironova 2019, for example, argues that leaders have to carefully

balance the use of ideology in screening out opportunistic recruits because recruits primarily attracted
by certain ideological appeals can undermine the unity and effectiveness of armed groups through ideo-
logical extremism.
53. Cederman et al. 2020.
54. Foster 2019.
55. Hanson 2021; Mironova 2019; O’Leary 2007, 204
56. Kenny 2010, 544–545.
57. Hamill 2011, 84–86. The Irish National Liberation Army, by contrast, was marked by “loose recruit-

ment policies,” weakening the organization’s cohesion. Sanders 2012, 161.

40 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

23
00

00
12

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818323000012


screening mechanisms after the dramatic increase in applicants following Black July
in 1983.58

These are just two cases that illustrate that insurgent leaders are sometimes capable
of adjusting their recruitment and screening strategies to changing circumstances in
effective ways. However, such adjustments are not always made, or—as with the
LTTE and PIRA—occur after inflows of new volunteers have already significantly
altered the composition of the rank and file. Whether and to what extent such
changes in membership will impair insurgent internal control will depend on the
internal institutions that forge and sustain the commitment of individuals, not only
to their immediate peers but also to the goals and principles of the overall organiza-
tion and its leadership. In other words, successfully adapting to these changes
requires strong institutions that effectively socialize and indoctrinate fresh recruits.
Such institutions will be the focus of the next section, where I argue that state-led vio-
lence against civilians will not only increase the pool and influx of prospective
recruits but also facilitate socialization processes that create and sustain interpersonal
cohesion, while at the same time weakening those institutions that underpin the com-
mitment of individual fighters to the leadership and the organization as a whole.

Cohesiveness in Insurgent Groups and Organizations

The collective targeting of the civilian support base of insurgent groups likely forces
them to relocate away from targeted areas, to adjust their strategies, and at times even
to rearrange their structural makeup. During the El Salvadoran civil war, for example,
the insurgents of the Frente Farabundo Marí para la Liberación Nacional responded to
indiscriminate state violence—including large-scale aerial bombings—by sending
civilians to refugee camps, and by breaking down its battalion-size forces to
smaller units, sometimes of no more than five combatants.59 While such adaptations
will tend to strengthen the bonds between immediate group members, they aggravate
the challenges of maintaining intra-organizational coordination, strategic unity, and
the institutional coherence that fosters ideological cohesion, as I will argue.
In addition to expanding the influx of fresh recruits, exposure to campaigns of state

violence may increase the commitment of already mobilized combatants to fighting.
Indeed, even less extreme forms of state-induced harm, as caused, for example, by
systematic discrimination, have been argued to increase cost tolerance, in-group soli-
darity, and commitment among those identifying with victimized groups.60 And yet,
a shared commitment to a common goal—be it secession, revolution, or the removal
of an abusive government or occupying force—is not sufficient to ensure organiza-
tional unity, especially as insurgent leaders often face multiple competitors claiming
to fight for the same cause. The challenge of insurgent leaders is thus not just to

58. Obayashi 2018; Staniland 2014.
59. Wood 2003, 134–135.
60. Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013; Wucherpfennig et al. 2012.
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mobilize their followers against a common enemy but to instill and maintain a strong
commitment among them to the norms, values, and goals of their particular organiza-
tion (secondary cohesion)—and to sustain the conviction that theirs is the only true
path to political change.
Virtually all armed organizations rely on formal and informal institutions to social-

ize, discipline, and indoctrinate combatants according to the principles, norms, and
goals of the organization as defined by the leadership.61 Just as armed organizations
strive to transform combatant preferences in the sense of instilling norms that priori-
tize discipline and an application of violence that is consistent with the organization’s
norms and strategies,62 it is in their interest to build institutions that create and sustain
strong combatant commitment to the organization and its leadership. Such institu-
tional arrangements typically consist of collective rituals, formalized indoctrination,
and ongoing political education that regularly delineate and affirm the organization’s
principles, values, and long-term goals.63 Socialization and indoctrination might be
coupled with screening and recruitment, such as when insurgents recruit from
affiliated youth wings or connect their recruitment efforts with political education.
The PIRA partially relied on its youth wing, Na Fianna Eireann, to socialize,
screen, and recruit young volunteers until the 1980s.64 The institutionalized coupling
of indoctrination, screening, and recruitment has also been reported for cases such as
the insurgencies in Nepal and El Salvador.65 Conversely, even coerced recruits can be
turned into highly loyal fighters if the institutions for socialization and indoctrination
are sufficiently strong.66

The Peruvian Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) is an example of an insurgent
organization that devoted major attention to the political education and ideological
indoctrination of its cadres across all ranks. As Gorriti writes on the formal military
training of Shining Path’s prospective military leaders at the eve of the war: “The
purpose of the Military School was not to saturate everyone in lethal technology
… but rather to relate and overlap ideology with its military manifestation at every
level.”67 Shining Path indeed managed to forge “a unity that appeared unbreakable,
organic,” particularly during the early stages of the war.68

61. Gates 2017; Gutiérrez Sanín 2008; Gutiérrez Sanín and Wood 2014; Hoover Green 2011, 2017;
Kenny 2011; Oppenheim et al. 2015; Wood 2009, 2012.
62. Hoover Green 2011; Weinstein 2007; Wood 2012.
63. Gutiérrez Sanín 2008; Hoover Green 2011; Kenny 2011; Oppenheim et al. 2015; Wood 2009, 2012.
64. Gill and Horgan 2013; Hamill 2011.
65. Eck 2010; Hoover Green 2017.
66. Gates 2017.
67. Gorriti 1999, 29.
68. Degregori 2012, 35. Other examples of the central role of indoctrination include leftist insurgent

groups in Colombia and Nepal. Oppenheim et al. 2015 find that exposure to indoctrination reduced the
probability of individual defection from left-wing guerrillas to right-wing paramilitary groups in
Columbia. Eck 2010, 43, while primarily concerned with indoctrination as a means of mass mobilization
and recruitment, argues for the case of Nepal that “Maoist leaders realized that continuous political indoc-
trination facilitated cohesion amongst the different individuals within the movement so that they all shared
a common ideological background, thus deterring factionalization.”
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In the words of one Shining Path combatant:

I do not think as a person any longer. One feels the party as oneself, I am the
party… and everything we do and think is part of the party. Such is the political
mutual understanding that we have, that we draw the same conclusions no
matter how far we are from each other. It is the same thing in politics, and
better still in the military realm. There may be a column that wanders off
because the enemy besieges and divides it. Those two commands know what
to do. The unit is so strong that we all have the same initiative. Without coord-
inating, we coordinate.69

Collective state violence against civilians tends to impair institutional arrangements that
mold such unity. To begin with, the influx of a large and diverse group of new recruits
does not just hamper careful screening, it also places existing institutions for indoctrin-
ationunder immense stress.70Worse, harm inflicted on the insurgents’ sourcesof support
and information, and the increased inflow of fresh recruits, are likely to force insurgents
to divert resources away from regularized indoctrination and political education—prac-
tices that require expertise, coordination, and time—while simultaneously increasing the
demand for them. The consequences can be profound, because, in thewords ofGutiérrez
Sanín, constant indoctrination is “a sine qua non for internal cohesion.”71

In short, large-scale state violence against the civilian support base of armed
groups is likely to undermine insurgent secondary cohesion by disrupting institu-
tional arrangements within armed groups that are designed to align the preferences
of individuals with organizational ones. At the same time, state violence increases
the very demand for these institutions due to the increased influx of volunteers.
In addition to the impact on recruitment, screening, and indoctrination, state-

orchestrated violence against an armed group’s constituency tends to create, reveal,
and deepen preference divergences over ideology and strategy in the leadership,
for example, by pitting radical leaders against more moderate ones.72 Radical ele-
ments, or otherwise disloyal factions, within an organization might even significantly
profit from campaigns of state violence if they can exploit them to activate support for
their own agenda.73 In the case of the IRA, the split into the Official IRA (OIRA) and
the Provisional IRA (PIRA) was eventually triggered by internal disagreements about
how to respond to the discrimination and victimization of Catholics in Northern
Ireland.74 In Syria, as the government intensified its crackdown on alleged civilian
supporters of armed opposition groups,75 disagreements over tactics and strategy

69. Interview from 1986 by Rita Márquez, quoted in Degregori 2012, 35.
70. Foster 2019.
71. Gutiérrez Sanín 2012, 186.
72. Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013, 50.
73. McLauchlin and Pearlman 2012.
74. Gill and Horgan 2013, 436–437; Sanders 2012.
75. Human Rights Watch 2012.
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fostered deep divisions within the opposition as early as 2011.76 To quote a supporter
of the Free Syrian Army: “They [the Syrian National Council] just talk and are inter-
ested in politics, while the Assad regime is slaughtering our people…We favor more
aggressive military action.”77

Importantly, these dynamics can be activated by even lesser forms of state repres-
sion, or reinforced by state violence against militants, as long as aspiring leaders of
subversive factions manage to put blame on the leadership and mobilize support
for their own ends. The influx of new recruits can further upset internal power bal-
ances, weakening the rank-and-file bases of some commanders relative to others,
and fueling intra-organizational power struggles and leadership disputes.78 Thus,
while the literature on peace agreements has largely focused on how peace processes
stimulate fragmentation,79 dynamics of violent escalation often have similar effects
by forging and revealing divisions in the leadership on how to respond to state repres-
sion, and by allowing alienated elements to advance their cause.
Finally, collective state violence against the civilian constituency of armed groups

tends to temporarily disrupt intra-organizational coordination,80 a central pillar of
institutional and strategic coherence even in cases where the mobility of subgroups
is among an armed group’s central organizational principles.
As a former FARC commander explained,

Although they were mobile guerrillas, they had instructions to maintain contact
… There was a continual exchange of ideas and opinions among the leadership
of each unit… And when it was necessary to convene a meeting to examine the
military situation, or any other situation, then a site was agreed upon and the
commanders used every means possible to arrive at the place of the meeting.81

In many instances, civilian networks form the backbone of insurgent organizations,
for example, by facilitating intra-organizational communication and clandestine
logistics.82 The weakening of these networks poses severe challenges not only to a
unified central command but also to secondary cohesion, as the constant exchange
of ideas and information between the commanders of individual units is interrupted,
potentially giving rise to parallel command structures and diverging perceptions and
preferences about how to respond to strategic challenges.83 Therefore, under

76. Bilefsky 2011.
77. Abdulsatar Maksur, quoted in Bilefsky 2011.
78. Mosinger 2019.
79. Stedman 1997.
80. Lyall 2009.
81. Manuel Marulanda Vélez, interview from 1987, cited in Chernick 2007, 55.
82. Parkinson 2013.
83. Such divergences are a constant challenge in covert organizations (Shapiro 2013). This is sometimes

reflected in patterns of violence. Wood 2008, 542, 547 argues that the widening repertoire of violence by
the Shining Path insurgency in Peru was partly due to the weakened central control and communication
across units resulting from the state’s counterinsurgency campaign.
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conditions of collective state violence, prospective leaders of deserting factions are
not only more likely to emerge but also have windows of opportunity created by
weakened internal control in addition to an enlarged pool of potential volunteers
eager to fight back against an abusive state.84

After defection, the potential to grow quickly is key, as a splinter group will be in
deadly rivalry with its former allies. Indeed, splintering organizations often compete
fiercely for new recruits.85 The splitting of the IRA into the OIRA and the PIRA in
1969/70, for instance, “was as much a battle among political entrepreneurs for control
of the flood of potential new recruits as it was the fragmentation of a pre-existing
organization.”86 Importantly, however, the defining feature of splinter groups is pre-
cisely that the initial followers are not exclusively recruited “from scratch,” which is
why organizational fragmentation is unlikely if cohesion is low across the board.87

Yet the targeting of the civilian support base of rebel groups also has ramifications
for primary cohesion, as I will argue.
In contrast to ideological cohesion, interpersonal cohesion is not dependent on pol-

itical education or institutionalized training tied to higher-level goals.88 In the context
of armed conflict, primary cohesion may be cultivated through repeated, shared
experiences and the close observation of one’s fellow combatants in situations that
reveal their trustworthiness when lives are at risk.89 The pressures associated with
campaigns of state violence against civilian constituencies are likely to strengthen
the bonds between combatants who remain in direct contact, through experiences
such as increased isolation from noncombatant populations and other fighting
units, as well as the shared experience of mutual dependence in situations of hardship
and extreme risk. The strengthening of primary cohesion is reinforced if state vio-
lence also directly affects combatants. For instance, based on a qualitative study of
Burmese and Irish Republican armed groups, Kenny suggests that shared sacrifices
through exposure to state repression can promote organizational socialization

84. Note that selective violence is unlikely to result in recruitment surges and the overstraining of institu-
tions that underpin secondary cohesion. Under conditions of selective violence, civilians can opt for col-
laboration with the incumbent or stay neutral to protect themselves (Kalyvas 2006), and even violence-
induced grievances and moral outrage should be less pronounced. Thus, prospective leaders of splitting
factions may be much less confident of growing quickly after defection. Similarly, while a subset of the
mechanisms I describe in the theory section might also plausibly be related to violence against militants,
or be reinforced by such violence, the focus here is specifically on the effects of collective state violence
against civilians, and on how the combination of these effects increases the risk of insurgent splits.
Importantly, wartime state violence tends to affect civilians disproportionately; this can be the case even
when state actors try to spare them (Kalyvas and Kocher 2007).
85. On the importance for new organizations to grow quickly in competitive environments, see also

Weinstein 2007, 328–329.
86. Kenny 2010, 539.
87. In the splitting of the IRA, while the PIRA did attract the bulk of fresh recruits who aimed to join the

Republican movement after the split, many PIRA members had belonged to the “old” organization. Kenny
2010, 539 estimates that about 50 percent of IRA members joined the PIRA, while the rest stayed in what
would become the OIRA (see also English 2004, 174).
88. Cohen 2017; Nagel and Doctor 2020; Wood and Toppelberg 2017.
89. McLauchlin 2015.
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conducive to insurgent cohesion.90 Bonding within factions in this context is likely to
be fostered through informal socialization between peers and thus may strengthen
cohesion within factions but also undermine norms and loyalties promoted at
higher levels of the organization.91

Of course, such bonding processes may not always occur, and are not assumed to
apply uniformly to all units. If state violence is overwhelming, it may even undermine
the fighting morale and certain bonding mechanisms in some units and groups.92

However, state-led violence against civilians also raises the costs for combatants to
individually desert their units, given the increased and often disproportionate risk
of victimization that noncombatants face.93 The lack of outside options alone can
have a strong socializing effect on combatants and can enhance cohesion without
indoctrination or the internalization of group norms.94 Overall, once vertical and hori-
zontal social bonds at lower levels of the organization at least partially trump second-
ary cohesion, they can readily be exploited by prospective leaders of nascent splinter
groups.
The combination of strengthened interpersonal cohesion, weakened ideological

cohesion, and surges of fresh recruits significantly enhances the prospects of
success for defectors who aim to desert in concert to launch their own organization.
Emerging splinter groups are typically led by coalitions of mid-to-high-level com-
manders; these commanders will risk launching a concerted desertion only if they
trust the loyalty of their allies and their (and their allies’) subordinates,95 and if
they are confident that these loyalties eclipse secondary cohesion.96 Weak cohesion
across all levels of an organization should accordingly be conducive to the disbanding
of armed groups and large-scale desertions of individuals, rather than the emergence
of major splinter groups.97 Fragmentation, in short, should be rare when cohesion is
low across all levels, and more likely when cohesion at lower levels of the organiza-
tion is strong.98

Table 1 encapsulates the mechanisms just discussed. The core empirical implica-
tion to be evaluated in the remainder of this article is that collective state violence

90. Kenny 2010, 551–552. He also suggests that certain types of operations, such as combat against the
military, increase cohesion through the unifying sense of burden sharing. Kenny 2010, 2011.
91. Nagel and Doctor 2020; Wood and Toppelberg 2017, 626.
92. Henderson 1979.
93. Kalyvas and Kocher 2007.
94. Cohen 2017; Gates 2017, 681.
95. On the role of mid-level commanders and the relevance of subgroup bonding and cohesion in foster-

ing fragmentation, see also Nagel and Doctor 2020.
96. The assumption here is not that everyone siding with the splinter knows each other or the defecting

leaders face to face, but that the defecting leaders’ direct allies, and combatants of various ranks linked to
them at lower units, will have loyalties to each other that surpass the commitment to the organization
overall.
97. On the distinction between disintegration and fragmentation, see Kenny 2010, 535.
98. This resonates with the study of Bearman 1991, 340, who argues that “in armies unit solidarity may

induce greater commitment to army goals, but not necessarily. If the collective is defined on a basis differ-
ent from the military, soldiers may pursue ends quite different from those expected.”
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against the alleged civilian constituency of insurgent groups increases the probabil-
ity of insurgent splits.

Data and Empirical Approach

The empirical analysis covers armed organizations engaged in intrastate conflict
between 1946 and 2008; excluded are conflicts in countries too small to be
covered in the Ulfelder and Valentino state-led mass killing data set,99 extra-systemic
conflicts, interstate conflicts, and cases that did not have a clearly identifiable armed
group opposing the government.100 I present results from both a cross-sectional and a
time-series cross-section approach. The unit of analysis in the cross-sectional approach
is the armed organization—or more precisely, given that these organizations are defined
by their opposition to the government, the conflict dyad. In the time-series cross-section
approach, it is the armed group-year, or in other words the dyad-year. Dyads are
included as soon as they reach the conventional threshold of twenty-five battle-
related deaths in a particular year.101 I include spells of inactivity to account for the
fact that both state violence and fragmentation can occur in years where conflicts do
not reach the fatality threshold for inclusion in conventional data sets.
The dependent variable is a binary indicator of whether a splinter group broke

away from a given armed group, and the main “treatment” variable is an indicator
of whether the civilian constituency of an armed group has been affected by state

TABLE 1. The impact of state violence

Level Mechanisms Outcome

Individual Grievances and moral outrage ↑ Incentives to fight ↑
Security considerations ↑

Group Social bonding and informal socialization ↑ Primary cohesion ↑
Mobility and social uprooting ↑

Organization Institutionalized screening and indoctrination ↓ Secondary cohesion ↓
Strategic unity ↓
Coordination and central control ↓

99. Ulfelder and Valentino 2008.
100. While extra-systemic conflicts are not a priori outside the scope conditions of the theory, several

important variables are not available for such conflicts. The ACD2EPR data (Wucherpfennig et al.
2012; Vogt et al. 2015), for example, which link dyadic armed conflict data (Cunningham, Gleditsch,
and Salehyan 2009) with data on ethnic power relations (Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 2010; Vogt
et al. 2015), do not cover extra-systemic wars. Cases without a clearly identifiable armed group include
dyads where the opponent is a “military faction” or where UCDP identifies a set of actors without a
group name, as in “Patani insurgents.” Note, however, that the results are robust to the inclusion of military
factions and such poorly identified groups.
101. UCDP dyadic data set, version 18.1. See Harbom, Melander, and Wallensteen 2008; Pettersson and

Eck 2018.
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violence during campaigns of state-led mass killings. The cross-sectional analysis relies
on linear probability and logistic regressionmodelswith covariate adjustment and entropy
balancing,102 while the time-series cross-section analysis is based on Cox duration
models103 and, alternatively, a propensity score weighting approach for time-series
data.104 I include a series of theoretically relevant pre-treatment covariates that are poten-
tial determinants of both state-led collective violence and insurgent fragmentation.

State-Led Collective Targeting

To identify whether a certain armed group (and hence, dyadic conflict) has been
affected by campaigns of state-led collective violence against civilians of their
alleged constituency, this study relies on an original coding of each case, based on
the state-led mass killing data set of Ulfelder and Valentino,105 associated coding
notes, and additional sources. State-led mass killings are defined as episodes in
which “actions of state agents result in the intentional death of at least 1,000 noncom-
batants from a discrete group in a period of sustained violence.”106 Mass killings are
included in the Ulfelder and Valentino data set based on several criteria: the victims
are unarmed noncombatants and residents of the perpetrator state; the killings are
directed against particular social groups (which may be defined ethnically, geograph-
ically, politically, and so on); there is evidence of state agents as perpetrators or spon-
sors, or of state complicity; deaths are the result of direct or indirect state violence
(starvation, for example); and there is evidence or context that implies perpetrator
intention. The beginning of a mass killing episode is recorded during the first year
in which at least 100 civilians were killed; episodes end after three consecutive
years in which fewer than 100 civilian deaths are recorded.107

For the purpose of this study, the state-led mass killing data set, the underlying
coding notes, and additional sources were consulted to code for each insurgent
group whether the alleged civilian constituency of that group had been affected by
state-led mass killings during a given period. This fine-grained approach and atten-
tion to both the temporal dimension and the armed-group level departs from prior
approaches that largely assumed such a connection in case of a temporal overlap
of mass killings with a given conflict or country, and that did not descend to the
level of each individual armed group.108 The data set records whether during any
given year after conflict onset there was an episode of state-led mass killing
related to that particular armed group—that is, the killings targeted its alleged
members or civilian constituency.

102. Hainmueller 2012.
103. Metzger and Jones 2022.
104. Imai, Kim, and Wang 2018.
105. Ulfelder and Valentino 2008.
106. Ibid., 2.
107. Ibid., 5–7.
108. Krcmaric 2018; Uzonyi and Hanania 2017.
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Ideally, the data set could capture whether specific fatality thresholds were reached
for each affected group in a given year. However, because several victim groups,
including armed-group constituencies, can simultaneously be affected by a particular
episode, capturing dyad-specific fatality thresholds resulting from particular state-led
mass killing episodes is beyond the scope of this project. The coding reflects whether
a constituency was subject to collective targeting by state actors during episodes of
state-led mass killings, without indicating that a particular fatality threshold was
reached for any given victim group.109 Likewise, the start and end dates reflect the
onset and termination dates of the overall mass killing episode as recorded by
Valentino and Ulfelder, while ideally, this could be coded more precisely for each
constituency and armed group. Despite these limitations, and to the best of my know-
ledge, the presented data go beyond earlier efforts to link state-led mass killings to
constituencies of specific armed groups.110

Insurgent Fragmentation

The occurrence of insurgent fragmentation is coded based on the UCDP Actor data
set,111 which provides basic information on all actors included in UCDP’s data sets
on organized violence, as well as the FORGE data set on the organizational origins of
rebel groups.112 For every insurgent group, this variable indicates whether there was a
group that split from the original rebel group to form an armed organization of its
own. Instances of fragmentation are included if the splinter groups end up being
involved in political violence resulting in at least twenty-five related deaths—more
specifically, nonstate conflict against other armed groups, one-sided violence, and/
or state-based conflict as defined by UCDP. The occurrence of insurgent fragmenta-
tion is thus operationalized through the emergence of a major splinter group, where
“major” means that the splinter group itself ends up being involved in organized vio-
lence that results in twenty-five deaths or more during at least one year. As a conse-
quence, the coding has one main limitation: it does not capture splinter groups that do
not end up engaged in organized violence reaching such recorded fatality levels. The
inability to detect splinter groups not subsequently involved in such violence is likely
to bias against detecting a positive effect of state violence, because we observe only a
subset of all splinter groups.
In the cross-sectional analysis, the outcome variable is measured as the occurrence

of at least one instance of insurgent fragmentation after the onset of the mass killing

109. If several mass killings affect one conflict, only the first mass killing is considered in the cross-sec-
tional analysis.
110. Alternatives include the Targeted Mass Killing (Butcher et al. 2020) and Ethnic One-Sided

Violence (Fjelde et al. 2021) data sets. While each can be linked to specific victim groups, these data
sets are limited to either violence of a particular intent (in the former case) or violence against members
of politically relevant ethnic groups (in the latter case).
111. Version 2.2, Pettersson 2015.
112. Version 1.0, Braithwaite and Cunningham 2019.
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episode affecting the civilian constituency of the original organization, or—in the
absence of such violence—after the initial phase of the conflict (see the description
of quasi-pre-treatment and quasi-post-treatment periods that follows). Once an organ-
ization splits from the original movement, it is treated as an independent organization,
and splinters from this new organization do not affect the fragmentation coding for the
original organization. In the time-series data, the outcome is measured year by year.

For armed groups whose alleged constituency has been affected by state-led col-
lective targeting and that also experience a split in the same year or after, about 47
percent of splits occur within the first three years of mass killing onsets,113 about
58 percent within five years, and about 81 percent within ten years. Table 2 provides
more information on the time to first split for cases that experience splintering as a
possible consequence of state violence.114

Confounders

I include several variables that potentially confound the relationship of interest. In the
cross-sectional analysis, these are measured at the onset of a conflict (that is, in the
first year or initial conflict episode), while in the time-series cross-section analysis,
they are measured over time whenever possible.
First of all, I include a “pre-treatment” or past outcome variable (PRIOR

FRAGMENTATION) where appropriate.115 Different levels of fragmentation likely
trigger distinct types of state responses, as governments adapt their counterinsur-
gency strategies partly in response to the perceived structure and cohesiveness of
armed groups. Moreover, initial levels of fragmentation affect subsequent organiza-
tional dynamics and reactions to state violence.116 The estimates of the effect of state

TABLE 2. Time to first split after state violence onset

Years Frequency Share (%) Cumulative share (%)

Up to 5 25 58 58
Up to 10 10 23 81
Up to 15 5 12 93
Up to 20 2 5 98
20 or more 1 2 100
Total 43 100

113. Some 14 percent occur in the same year, 16 percent in the first, 7 percent in the second, and 9
percent in the third year after onset.
114. State-violence onset is coded as concurrent with the first conflict year in cases in which mass kill-

ings start before conflict onset. For cases affected by several mass killings, Table 2 focuses on the first.
115. The duration analysis focuses on the time to first split, and hence does not include this variable. The

cross-sectional and the supplementary time-series analysis offer specifications with and without past out-
comes (see the online supplement).
116. Staniland 2014.
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violence would be biased if state targeting were more or less likely to occur against
groups with an already higher tendency to fragment, and if this tendency were not
accounted for.
In the time-series data, fragmentation is recorded year by year. In the cross-sectional

data, PRIOR FRAGMENTATION indicates whether the armed organization was affected by
splits prior to the onset of the mass killing episode for affected dyads. For conflict
dyads without exposure to state-led collective targeting, creating an equivalent
measure of initial fragmentation is not straightforward. I proceed by defining quasi-
pre-treatment and quasi-post-treatment periods for control units. For groups not
exposed to collective state violence, PRIOR FRAGMENTATION thus indicates whether
there were splits during the initial phase of the conflict, that is, within five years follow-
ing the year of conflict onset.117 As it is not a priori clear how the initial period should be
defined for the unaffected units, I assess the robustness of the results to an alternative
definition that caps the initial period at two years following the year of conflict
onset.118 I present the corresponding results, and additional results with no such
periods, and without the PRIOR FRAGMENTATION variable, in the online supplement.
Another important variable is whether a war is conducted as an IRREGULAR WAR,

because the type of warfare should significantly affect both state violence and insurgent
institutions, and insurgent cohesion and fragmentation as a result.119 The indirect warfare
strategies of insurgents engaged in irregular war, and their dependence on the civilian
population, can make it difficult for counterinsurgent forces to engage with
rebel groups directly, putting civilians at special risk.120 Insurgent institutions that under-
pin secondary cohesion should also be stronger under conditions of irregular civil war
since such institutions can serve as partial substitutes for direct internal control.121

Several authors have argued that the social base of insurgent groups is a powerful
determinant of insurgent cohesion.122 Most relevant for this study is the possibility
that the type of social base of an insurgent group might also determine the vulnerabil-
ity to state violence. I focus on the intersection of mobilization and exclusion.
Specifically, I include a variable, INSURGENT RECRUITMENT FROM EXCLUDED ETHNIC

GROUPS, that indicates whether the rebel group of a conflict dyad recruits its
members from an ethnic group excluded from state power.123 Ethnic exclusion is a

117. As defined by UCDP.
118. If mass killing onset and insurgent fragmentation occur in the same year, both the outcome variable

and PRIOR FRAGMENTATION are coded 1. The equivalent rule applies to PRIOR FRAGMENTATION if splits occur
during the cutoff year.
119. This variable is adopted from Balcells and Kalyvas 2014 but expanded to code missing values

where possible. Note that Balcells and Kalyvas have a different unit of analysis and a higher fatality thresh-
old in their data set.
120. Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004, 377.
121. Balcells and Kalyvas 2014; Gutiérrez Sanín 2008; Hoover Green 2011; Wood 2009, 2010, 2012.
122. For example, Staniland 2014; Weinstein 2007.
123. If ethnicity is politicized in a country, I also include recruitment from ethnic groups classified as

politically “irrelevant” in this category. This variable is based on the ACD2EPR data set, version 2018
(Wucherpfennig et al. 2012; Vogt et al. 2015) and the Ethnic Power Relations data set, version 2018
(Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 2010; Vogt et al. 2015).
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strong and robust predictor of conflict duration and outcome,124 a relationship that has
been argued to be driven to a considerable extent by grievance-induced gains in individual
commitment and group solidarity.125 This variable is also an important predictor of state-
led civilian targeting, as both ethnic exclusion and exclusionary ideologies havebeen asso-
ciatedwithmass killings and genocide.126 Even short of genocidal or large-scale violence,
ethnicity is often one of the main “profiling” attributes used in campaigns of wartime vio-
lence against civilians in general and state violence in particular.127 To capture the preva-
lenceof both exclusionary elite ideologies and the extent towhich the civilianpopulation is
perceived as a threat to the regime, I also include the fraction of the population that is
excluded from access to political power (EXCLUDED POPULATION).128

Research suggests that access to EXTERNAL REBEL SUPPORT has an important influence on
patterns of insurgent cohesion,129 although theories diverge on whether they predict a
positive or negative effect.130 External support for insurgent organizations may also influ-
ence the level of threat the insurgents are perceived as posing to the regime, potentially
increasing the risk of state violence.131 Finally, the availability of external support may
reduce the insurgents’ reliance on the civilian population, and hence increase the resilience
of insurgent organizations to state violence against noncombatants.132 RELATIVE FIGHTING

CAPACITY is another relevant confounder.133 The ability of insurgent forces to challenge the
state shapes the strategic environment of the armed competition, including the incentives
of state forces to employ violence against civilians on a massive scale.134 It also deter-
mines the incentives of insurgents to enlarge their ranks and to build cohesive organiza-
tions.135 I further include a dummy variable, TERRITORIAL CONTROL, that measures whether
the rebel group controls territory in the first stage of the conflict.136 Territorial control has
been shown to be associated with civilian collaboration,137 insurgent recruitment and
defection,138 the capacity of insurgent organizations to evade state violence,139 state
and insurgent violence against civilians,140 and insurgent fragmentation.141

124. Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013; Wucherpfennig et al. 2012.
125. Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013; Mosinger 2017; Wucherpfennig et al. 2012.
126. Goodwin 2001; Harff 2003; Straus 2015; Ulfelder and Valentino 2008; Valentino, Huth, and Balch-

Lindsay 2004.
127. Cederman et al. 2020; Fjelde et al. 2021.
128. This variable is adopted from the Ethnic Power Relations data set (Vogt et al. 2015).
129. Tamm 2016.
130. See Staniland 2010 and Weinstein 2007, respectively.
131. Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004.
132. This variable is based on Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2009. All mentions of this data set

refer to the 3.4-1 version.
133. This variable is adopted from Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2009.
134. Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004.
135. Weinstein 2007.
136. Adopted from Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2009.
137. Kalyvas 2006; Wood 2003.
138. Gates 2002.
139. Goodwin 2001.
140. Kalyvas 2006.
141. Mosinger 2017; Woldemariam 2011.
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An additional variable, PREVIOUS CONFLICT ACTIVITY, indicates whether a conflict
related to a particular dyad was active in the past. This is a measure of potential unob-
served confounders associated with the long-term intractability of the conflict, as well
as social and institutional legacies from previous but related conflicts that could affect
both state violence and insurgent cohesion in the long run.142 To take into account the
level of competition between armed groups, the degree of choice of prospective fight-
ers,143 the extent of pre-existing movement fragmentation, and the overall threat to
the regime, I include the NUMBER OF DYADS in a particular conflict during the first
year of an armed conflict.144 I also include an index of “NEOPATRIMONIAL” RULE

that is based on various indices measuring clientelism, presidentialism, and regime
corruption.145 This captures the idea that state weakness and fragmentation influence
state violence as well as insurgent politics.146

It is important to isolate government–rebel violence from violence against civilians
because battlefield dynamics can affect insurgent cohesion,147 in addition to having
important implications for state violence against civilians due to the perceived threat
of the insurgency.148 High-intensity violence might also deter opportunistic
recruits.149 At the same time, survival threats from battle losses will make it less
likely that insurgents screen new recruits carefully, even if they are aware of the
need to do so.150 I hence include a measurement of CONFLICT INTENSITY. In the
cross-sectional data set, this measure refers to the first year of the conflict and is
based on conventionally used thresholds of battle-related deaths resulting from
direct confrontations between state actors and rebel forces.151 In the yearly analysis,
I also include inactive years. Specifically, unless there is clear evidence that an armed
group is no longer functional, inactive spells are included; hence, the covariate here is
simply whether a conflict was active (at least 25 battle-related deaths per year) or
not.152 Finally, in the time-series cross-section analysis based on propensity score
weighting,153 I include a variable indicating the occurrence of PRIOR MASS KILLINGS

because units are compared to each other over only relatively short periods of time.

142. This variable is again adopted from Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2009.
143. On recruitment competition, see, for example, Hanson 2021 and Mironova 2019.
144. The variable is based on the UCDP dyadic data set, version 18.1; see Pettersson and Eck 2018;

Harbom, Melander, and Wallensteen 2008.
145. This variable is incorporated from the Varieties of Democracy data set. See Sigman and Lindberg

2017; VDEM 2018.
146. Reno 2011; Seymour 2014.
147. Hanson 2021; Woldemariam 2011.
148. Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004.
149. Hanson 2021.
150. Foster 2019.
151. The conventional intensity coding only distinguishes between high (1,000 or more battle-related

deaths) and low activity (at least 25 such deaths). Pettersson and Eck 2018; Harbom, Melander, and
Wallensteen 2008.
152. I include spells of inactivity between active conflict episodes, as well as up to five years after con-

flicts are no longer active within the period of this data set (that is, before 2008).
153. Imai, Kim, and Wang 2018.
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Analysis and Results

Cross-Sectional Analysis

In the cross-sectional analysis, the armed group is the unit of analysis. The analysis
here relies on covariate adjustment and entropy balancing.154 Entropy balancing re-
weights the “control” units in order to approximate the covariate moments of
“treated” units and to reduce model dependence in the subsequent analysis.155 All
covariates are measured prior to the onset of mass killings or during the first year
or first phase of the conflict.
Of the 382 armed groups in the data set, about half (51%) have been affected by

state-led collective targeting of their alleged civilian constituencies. About 14
percent of all insurgent organizations in the data set underwent major splits after
the initial conflict period, here defined as five years following the year of conflict
onset or the onset of state-led mass killings. Of those armed groups affected by
state-led collective targeting, 22 percent experienced splintering, compared to 5
percent of those unaffected.156

Table 3 shows the results of linear regressions with entropy weights. The binary
outcome indicates whether at least one splinter group broke away from the main
organization after the onset of state violence or the initial conflict period. Models 1
and 2 include the main predictor variable of interest, namely whether the constituency
of the armed group in a dyad was affected by state-led mass violence.157 Models 3
and 4 add an indicator for whether the same armed group had experienced fragmen-
tation prior to the onset of state-led mass killings, or during the initial conflict phase.
Columns 5 and 6 present the results with the full set of confounders. In all specifica-
tions, the effect of state violence on the probability of insurgent fragmentation is posi-
tive and statistically significant at conventional levels. In these these linear
probability models, state-led collective targeting increases the probability of insur-
gent fragmentation by twenty-three percentage points.
The main finding of a positive effect of state violence on fragmentation holds

without entropy balancing and with the alternative prior fragmentation variable,
and if replicated with binary logistic regressions; it remains positive but loses signifi-
cance in the models with entropy balancing in which prior fragmentation is not taken
into account (detailed results are reported in the online supplement).158 Figure 1 plots
the predicted probabilities and 95 percent confidence intervals based on a logistic
regression model, without entropy balancing or adjusted standard errors, and with

154. Hainmueller 2012.
155. Ibid., 30–32 30f.
156. Descriptive statistics for the specifications with no or alternative periods are given in the online sup-

plement and replication files.
157. The even numbered models cluster standard errors at the country level.
158. While the set of covariates is less complete in these models, these specifications do not require a

definition of quasi-periods. To further explore the results without such periods, the next section introduces
a time-series approach.
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all covariates included and held at their median values.159 According to these calcu-
lations, exposure to state-led mass killings raises the predicted probability of subse-
quent insurgent fragmentation from about 3.3 percent to 30 percent.

Time-Series Cross-Section Analysis

The analysis presented here simply considers conflict dyads (regardless of their dur-
ation) as the unit of analysis. In this section I present an alternative approach that
follows armed groups over time. Given that most groups experience either no
splintering or only one major split, the analysis focuses on the duration up until
the first split, or until groups either cease to exist or the data set coverage ends,
which is in 2008. The duration analysis thus does not require quasi-periods, yet is
able to indirectly control for pre-existing tendencies of fragmentation by focusing

TABLE 3. State violence and insurgent fragmentation (OLS)

1 2 3 4 5 6

STATE-LED COLLECTIVE TARGETING 0.231*** 0.231*** 0.231*** 0.231*** 0.231*** 0.231***
(0.035) (0.033) (0.034) (0.030) (0.035) (0.030)

PRIOR FRAGMENTATION 0.613*** 0.613*** 0.603*** 0.603***
(0.136) (0.152) (0.130) (0.144)

IRREGULAR WAR 0.006 0.006
(0.054) (0.056)

EXTERNAL REBEL SUPPORT 0.046 0.046
(0.040) (0.043)

RECR. FROM EXCLUDED GROUPS 0.006 0.006
(0.053) (0.053)

PREVIOUSLY ACTIVE –0.018 –0.018
(0.053) (0.066)

FIGHTING CAPACITY 0.056 0.056
(0.050) (0.048)

TERRITORIAL CONTROL –0.012 –0.012
(0.040) (0.043)

NEOPATRIMONIAL RULE 0.049 0.049
(0.108) (0.104)

DYADS AT CONFLICT ONSET –0.015 –0.015
(0.018) (0.013)

EXCLUDED POPULATION –0.003 –0.003
(0.101) (0.098)

FIGHTING INTENSITY –0.035 –0.035
(0.057) (0.057)

CONSTANT 0.011 0.011+ –0.001 –0.001 0.017 0.017
(0.007) (0.007) (0.003) (0.004) (0.119) (0.113)

R2 0.120 0.120 0.186 0.186 0.200 0.200
Clusters 71 71 71
N 264 264 264 264 264 264
Entropy weights Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Notes: +p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. Robust/clustered standard errors in parentheses.

159. Ward and Ahlquist 2018, chap. 3.
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on the first split. The unit of observation is the dyad-year, and the dependent variable
equals 1 if the armed group splits and 0 if the group does not fragment, or ceases to be
observed or to be at risk. I rely on a Cox proportional hazards approach, which has
the advantage of reducing misspecification bias compared to fully parametric
approaches.160

Table 4 shows the results. Columns 1, 3, and 5 show the results for models relying
on the Breslow method, and columns 2, 4, and 6 using the Efron method for handling
ties. Columns 1, 2, 3, and 4 show the results of baseline models, whereas columns 5
and 6 show results for models where the territorial control variable, which exhibits
nonproportional effects according to diagnostic tests based on Schoenfeld residuals,
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FIGURE 1. Predicted probability of insurgent fragmentation

160. Box-Steffensmeier and Jones 2004; Metzger and Jones 2022.
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is interacted with the time at risk. The analysis suggests that state-led collective tar-
geting increases the risk of insurgent fragmentation. The conflict-intensity variable is
omitted here due to the lack of variation within risk sets.161 The online supplement
shows additional results including this variable. It also presents additional models
in which only the first mass killing episode is considered for cases that have been
exposed to several episodes; this mirrors the focus on the first state violence
episode in the cross-sectional analysis. The conclusions remain the same.

The online supplement also presents the matching and weighting approach for
time-series data proposed by Imai, Kim, and Wang.162 This approach is more fine-
grained than the analysis presented earlier and matches exactly on time period and
treatment history, in addition to weighting or matching based on additional informa-
tion. It does, however, use only a small subset of the data as a result of the treatment
distribution and exact matching technique.

TABLE 4. State violence and insurgent fragmentation (Cox proportional hazards)

1 2 3 4 5 6

STATE-LED COLLECTIVE TARGETING 0.448+ 0.451+ 1.385* 1.460* 1.440+ 1.524+
(0.258) (0.261) (0.703) (0.744) (0.745) (0.792)

IRREGULAR WAR 0.812 0.802 0.778 0.778
(0.562) (0.583) (0.579) (0.600)

EXTERNAL REBEL SUPPORT 0.368 0.366 0.399 0.397
(0.596) (0.620) (0.643) (0.674)

RECR. FROM EXCLUDED GROUPS 0.730 0.790 0.891 0.957
(0.749) (0.738) (0.901) (0.951)

PREVIOUSLY ACTIVE –1.262* –1.249+ –1.468* –1.455*
(0.601) (0.640) (0.578) (0.629)

FIGHTING CAPACITY 0.287 0.333 0.125 0.170
(0.478) (0.506) (0.502) (0.529)

NEOPATRIMONIAL RULE 1.784 1.860 2.174+ 2.260+
(1.151) (1.206) (1.210) (1.271)

DYADS AT CONFLICT ONSET 0.240 0.256 0.322 0.340
(0.223) (0.232) (0.227) (0.238)

EXCLUDED POPULATION –0.805 –0.910 –0.901 –1.009
(1.059) (1.124) (1.094) (1.161)

TERRITORIAL CONTROL† 0.474 0.463 0.270** 0.271**
(0.492) (0.516) (0.088) (0.091)

Log-likelihood –326.156 –325.504 –65.464 –64.788 –62.920 –62.210
Clusters 382 382 267 267 267 267
N 2,993 2,993 503 503 503 503

Notes: +p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. Breslow (columns 1, 3, 5) and Efron method (columns 2, 4, 6) for ties.
†Interacted with duration in models 5 and 6.

161. Several conflict-specific variables have missing information for years in which fighting does not
reach conventional thresholds, as this threshold is the main criterion for inclusion in major conflict data
sets. This reduces the number of observations in the models with covariates and the variation of the fighting
intensity variable within risk sets in the same models.
162. Imai, Kim, and Wang 2018.
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The results of this analysis are presented in the online supplement. Though statistically
insignificant throughout, they tentatively suggest that the effect of state violence could
vary over time: while fostering fragmentation overall, as indicated in the analyses
reported earlier it might have no or even a negative effect on insurgent fragmentation
for some years. However, the number of analyzed units is too small here, and the boot-
strap confidence intervals too large, to allow any conclusions. Further research is needed
to explore the fine-grained temporal dynamics that underlie the main results.163

Discussion

I have argued that state-led collective violence against the civilian constituency of
armed groups increases the vulnerability of insurgent organizations to internal frag-
mentation. Based on new data on armed groups and their relation to state-led collect-
ive targeting in the context of mass killings, the analysis suggests that such violence is
indeed associated with an overall increase in the probability of insurgent splits.
These findings have important implications for the trajectory of conflicts and their

aftermath. Insurgent splintering is likely to complicate negotiations between govern-
ments and opposition movements,164 to foster rebel competition,165 and possibly
even to increase the viability of insurgent groups.166 Indeed, organizational splits
do not necessarily reduce the strength or efficiency of armed organizations, and
they should not be mistaken for predictors of rebel demise.167 Insurgent fragmenta-
tion is also likely to aggravate local polarization and militarization, two potent drivers
of long-term political instability.168 Insurgent fragmentation may thus be one of the
key mechanisms through which large-scale state violence against civilians prolongs
armed conflicts and complicates their ultimate termination,169 but one that previous
research on the consequences of state violence has largely overlooked.170

Theoretically, my argument resonates with work that has stressed the central role of
armed group institutions for insurgent cohesion,171 while at the same time contribut-
ing to a better understanding of the determinants of institutional weakness and
strength. Future work should continue to uncover further sources of institutional con-
tinuity and change in armed groups, especially given the relevance of such dynamics
in explaining downstream violence against civilians in civil war.172

163. In this analysis, too, the results remain substantively the same if only the first mass killing affecting
a dyad is taken into account.
164. Cunningham 2006.
165. Wucherpfennig 2011.
166. Phillips 2015.
167. Kenny 2010; Phillips 2015.
168. Schubiger 2013.
169. Rudloff and Findley 2016.
170. Exceptions include Cederman et al. 2020; Schubiger 2013.
171. For example, Gutiérrez Sanín 2008; Staniland 2010, 2014.
172. Hoover Green 2011; Wood 2009, 2010, 2012.
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The results also highlight avenues for future empirical work. First of all, this study
cannot claim to have identified a causal effect, which remains challenging in this par-
ticular context. Future research could supplement these efforts as more data become
available, and explore the potential time-varying effect of state violence to a greater
extent as well. Second, the argument implies that the effect of state violence on frag-
mentation should be mitigated if the institutions that forge and sustain secondary
cohesion are strong and robust. Further investigation could explore the validity of
this implication in greater depth. Third, the fragmentation measures in this study
were restricted to major splinter groups, and subsequent efforts could explore the pro-
posed effects and mechanisms for other forms of organizational fragmentation as
well. Finally, I have explored a consequence of wartime state violence that likely
has critical implications for the trajectory of conflicts and the aftermath of civil
wars. Future research should continue to expand our understanding of these impacts.

Data Availability Statement

Replication files for this article may be found at <https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
BFG5FD>.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary material for this article is available at <https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0020818323000012>.
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