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What prompts people to engage in political activities that are extremely risky? This question has 

inspired a myriad of political science works on contentious mobilization and revolutions, the 

formation of rebel movements and violent insurgencies, and individual action against coercive, 

authoritarian regimes. This paper contributes to a scholarly discussion on the most effective 

triggers of high-risk individual action that has circulated around two sets of arguments: individual 

socio-psychological dispositions as push factors vs. inter-subjective opportunities as pull factors 

in collective action. Drawing on empirical insights into the Syrian civil war, we are interested in 

discussing this question in the context of individual military insubordination: what triggers the 

desertion of individual soldiers and officers from the Syrian army?  

Our empirical subject is particularly valuable for studying the effectiveness of possible drivers of 

high-risk action. Focusing on army deserters allows us to account for individual, rather than 

collective action. The latter is often the subject of inquiry when studying rebel formation or 

contentious mobilization, and we believe that fine-grained empirical insights into individual 

decision making will offer leverage on the complexity of decisions made under difficult 

circumstances, such as those in a violent conflict environment. Desertions from the Syrian army 

have led to extreme forms of punishment for those who attempted but failed to walk away from 

their units, including summary executions. Hence, using military insubordination during civil war 

in a repressive authoritarian regime serves as a valuable prism through which to study those factors 

effectively triggering individual high-risk action. 

We begin with a short note on existing explanations. In fact, the analytical distinction between 

individual disposition—grievances, greed, emotions, fear—and opportunities—organizational 

capacities, events on the battle ground in violent conflict, etc.—is somewhat misleading in that it 

does not present us to with a set of mutually exclusive causal explanations. Rather, the terms 

emphasizes different perspectives on what is often a very similar empirical phenomenon. Take the 

question of rebel recruitment as an example. Scholars explaining rebel recruitment by emphasizing 

geographic factors in a conflict or events on the battle ground might as well admit that their 

analysis is quite in line with assumptions on individual behavior invoking socio-psychological 

dispositions: greed (leading individuals to join rebel forces in control of resource-rich territory), 

grievances (leading individuals to join rebels against regimes using particularly brutal and 

indiscriminate means of counter-insurgency), and fear (leading individuals to either join rebels or 

regime loyalists depending on their calculation about how to best survive the conflict). Rather than 

mutually exclusive analytical exercises, opportunity vs. individual dispositions often reflect on the 

methodological point of departure and, most importantly, the empirical data available to the 

researcher.  

While extant research on civil war in general, and military insubordination in particular has widely 

emphasized opportunities in explanations of high-risk action, this paper makes an argument to take 

socio-psychological factors seriously. Drawing on structured qualitative interviews with deserters 

from the Syrian armed forces, we find that a cascade of desertions from the Syrian armed forces 
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happened at a time when specific events in the Syrian civil war should have facilitated soldiers 

going on the run—namely the occupation of territory by rebel groups creating safe-havens for 

deserters. Hence, we observe the correlation of objectively present opportunities facilitating 

insubordination and the empirical phenomenon of mass desertions. Yet, we also find that variation 

in the presence of such opportunities did not correspond to the perception of deserters: our 

respondents did not recognize that desertion was made easier when opportunities were present. 

We therefore caution against overemphasizing the presence of geographic safe-havens as 

opportunities for desertion: while the researcher might see an opportunity—correlated with high 

desertion numbers—our respondents did not, but deserted for other reasons.  

We instead introduce an analytical narrative based on socio-psychological dispositions. We know 

that fear, indignation, and moral concerns exist—deserters would not even fathom the risky move 

of desertion had they not developed strong grievances against the regime, or at least their 

participation in the regime’s counter-insurgency in the civil war. But we do not know which one 

of these socio-psychological dispositions matter more than others as effective triggers of desertion. 

Distinguishing between three different realms of individual socio-psychological dispositions—

moral grievances, fear, and economic deprivation—we find that fear, that is, concerns about 

personal risk associated with continued military service, comes as an effective trigger of individual 

desertions, while moral and economic considerations play a less prominent role. 

The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows: in the following section, we briefly outline the 

theoretical body of literature on grievances and opportunities as drivers of high-risk action in 

violent conflicts. We then reflect on our empirical research on the Syrian civil war and the data 

upon which our findings are based. A third part investigates how opportunity structures may have 

triggered military desertion in Syria and concludes that there is lack of evidence for this 

assumption. A fourth part explores various socio-psychological dispositions that may have made 

deserters go on the run and finds that fear—that is, changes in personal risk perception—is the 

most effective trigger of insubordination. A final part concludes with a brief discussion of our 

argument’s empirical, theoretical, and methodological implications. 

 

Personal Disposition versus Opportunity in High-Risk Individual Action 

In the absence of a larger body of literature on individual military desertions, drawing on 

scholarship on civil war more broadly serves as a valuable point of departure for the establishment 

of guiding assumptions. Scholars have discussed the impact of grievances, greed, and opportunities 

in studies explaining why individuals join rebel groups and which factors render the outbreak and 

onset of civil war more likely than others (Fearon & Laitin 2003). In a broader perspective, scholars 

distinguish analytically between an opportunity structure for collective action and the personal 

disposition of individuals to support rebel groups, take up arms against their own government, 

execute terrorist acts, or defy authoritarian repression and control. While the focus on personal 

dispositions therefore leads the researcher to study properties of individual agents—including 

emotions, identity, sense of belonging, greed, hatred, and fear—the focus on opportunities focuses 

attention on all those factors beyond individual agency, such as the degree of repression exercised 

by governments, events on the battle ground, and social and geographic factors present in the 

conflict zone.  
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Scholars often perceive ‘greed,’ ‘grievance,’ and ‘opportunity’ as “competing interpretive frames” 

(Kalyvas 2003: 475). Yet, we agree with Stathis Kalyvas and Corinne Bara that the distinction 

between opportunities and grievances is somewhat artificial and that a combination of factors best 

explains violent ethnic conflict (Bara 2014). Yet, the distinction between opportunities and 

grievances is useful as a starting point to address the literature that guides our own research. To 

begin with, opportunities are perceived as effective triggers of cascading high-risk action because 

their presence helps overcome widespread preference falsification. The importance of 

opportunities should increase with the degree of personal risk: the higher the personal risk 

associated with an action, the greater the degree of preference falsification and hence specific 

opportunities as effective triggers of high-risk action (McAdam 1986; Klepper & Nagin 1989; 

Kuran 1995). We identify a broad area in the literature on violent conflict in which opportunity 

factors have been discussed that are of possible relevance for our own inquiry on military desertion, 

namely approaches revolving around geography and the scope of conflict. A country’s geographic 

characteristics have been discussed as factors facilitating the emergence and growth of rebel 

groups in civil war. Rough and mountainous terrain (Fearon & Laitin 2003) and access to natural 

resources (Humphreys 2005; Lujala 2010) are found to improve opportunities for rebel formation; 

the distance between a country’s capital and the insurgent conflict zone as well as the proximity 

of conflict areas to a country’s borders are also believed to have an effect on the duration and scope 

of civil wars (Buhaug & Gates 2002; Butcher 2014); and battle locations and geographic conflict 

dynamics are said to influence the degree to which belligerents consider negotiations and conflict 

settlement (Greig 2014). The common denominator of these approaches is their emphasis on the 

positive effect that geographic safe-havens—that is, terrain inaccessible for government forces—

have on rebel formation, the sustenance of rebellious collective action, and hence the likelihood of 

protracted violence.  

How do these findings on rebel formation and civil war onset travel to the study of military 

insubordination? In fact, a few scholars of violent conflict are interested in the breakup of 

militaries, the militia-ization of armed forces, and hence group behavior rather than individual 

action (see Seymour 2014; Staniland 2014; Driscoll 2015). Only a small number of works have 

focused on factors explaining individual behavior of deserters. Theodore McLauchlin’s work 

stands out in that it most forcefully employs an opportunity perspective, resorting to arguments 

that emphasize the geography of violent conflicts. McLauchlin argued that the geographical 

characteristics of soldiers’ hometown influenced desertion patterns in the Spanish Civil War with 

soldiers hailing from more inaccessible mountainous areas being more likely to desert 

(McLauchlin 2014, 2015). We employ McLauchlin’s work, grounded in the broader body of 

literature on civil war, as a useful point of departure for the development of opportunity-based 

hypotheses. According to this approach, mountainous terrain and the emergence of safe-havens 

should be seen as a trigger for individual military desertions. 

Research on rebel formation and civil war often suffer from a lack of survey data and information 

(Kalyvas 2003)—and understandably so. With few exceptions—as, for instance, the offering of 

Humphreys and Weinstein on the civil war in Sierra Leone (2008) or the extant literature on 

combat motivation (see Henriksen 2007)—researchers seldom ever have an opportunity to conduct 

interview research in conflict environments that would meet the standards of survey-oriented 

social science methodology. Owing to the lack of fine-grained interview data, most systematic 

works therefore use correlation analysis and employ proxy variables to draw inferences on socio-

psychological dispositions of agents in a conflict environment. Most importantly, poverty and 
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social inequality are held in support of the assumption that individual greed and feelings of relative 

deprivation render people more receptive to taking up arms against their governments (Gurr 1971; 

De Soysa 2002; Collier & Hoeffler 2004). Personal fear is a strong factor where individuals are 

subject to threats and pressure to join rebel forces (Eck 2014) or where powerless group members 

are confronted with a strong threat from outside of their own group, such as opponents in civil 

wars (Kamans, Otten & Gordijn 2010); and moral grievances have been assumed to be a strong 

motivating factor for sustained rebel activism in the context of indiscriminate state repression and 

destructive violence (Schutte 2015).  

Quite like the civil-war literature, studies of military loyalty and desertion often suffer from a lack 

of micro-level interview and survey data. As a consequence, the vast majority of scholars studying 

military insubordination are interested in explaining collective action rather than individual 

behavior. Scholars of civil-military relations primarily investigate the conditions under which 

militaries would offer corporate support for incumbents or revoke loyalty (see, for instance, Bellin 

2012; Nepstad 2013; Pion-Berlin, Esparza & Grisham 2014; Lee 2015). Other works, in turn, have 

at least tacitly adopted a perspective on socio-psychological factors as triggers of military 

insubordination, for instance by addressing ethnic and religious identities as markers of loyalty or 

possible disaffection among officers. Such works, for instance, have explained loyalty and 

desertion patterns (Kalyvas 2008; McLauchlin 2010; Bou Nassif 2015) and the interplay between 

military insubordination and violent conflict more broadly (Roessler 2011). While these more 

recent works have typically resorted to social identities of deserters as markers of individual 

grievances, a number of classical studies have investigated emotional and socio-psychological 

factors, including fear and group solidarity (see Shils & Janowitz 1948; Rose 1951; Bearman 

1991). And only few works have accounted for potential political grievances leading soldiers to 

desert, for instance as a consequence of fraternization with popular revolts (Ketchley 2014). 

 

Doing Research on Military Desertion in the Syrian Civil War 

Our interests and intuition regarding military behavior are situated on the individual level and thus 

have to be assessed using fine-grained empirical information. The ongoing civil war in Syria serves 

our scholarly curiosity particularly well. First, it has turned, since early 2012, into one of the most 

violent domestic conflicts of our time, and any decisions that individuals take are almost certainly 

associated with extreme risks for their personal well-being.1 Second, the flight of large parts of the 

Syrian population to neighboring countries in the first few years of the conflict provides unique 

opportunities for empirical research compared to other conflict settings. Our insights come from 

extensive fieldwork conducted in the Syrian refugee communities in Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey 

in 2014 and 2015. To locate interview partners, we employed a non-probability sampling method, 

given the constraints imposed by an ongoing conflict and our inability to identify all potential 

members of the target population. Our sampling strategy was ultimately driven by an attempt to 

increase variance within our pool of respondents both across and within countries. We used 

respondent-driven chain referral (snowballing) to identify potential respondents, and we varied our 

entry points in order to minimize the danger of network bias. In each country we were thus able to 

tap into different networks of deserters geographically based in different parts of the host countries.   

                                                 
1 For the initial stage of the Syrian conflict, see O’Bagy (2012) and Leenders & Heydemann (2012). 
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As is shown in Figure 1, the desertion events we study cluster in a period of about one year, 

between the fall of 2011 and late 2012. Nearly two-thirds of our respondents deserted in this period, 

a trend that parallels independent information published on desertion rates.2 Geographically we 

have information on deserters who served in eleven of Syria’s fourteen governorates (including 

Damascus), originally coming from nine different provinces, and are now based in three different 

host countries (Jordan, Lebanon, or Turkey). This regional variation allows us to explore the 

potential relationship between desertion decisions and larger conflict dynamics, such as conflict 

intensity, regime and opposition strength, specific military tactics, the existence of opposition-held 

areas in close geographical proximity, and similar factors. On the individual level, we collected 

information on respondents’ social background (income, level of education, type of employment 

before military service, etc.), military status (conscript or volunteer, military rank), perception on 

various aspects of military organization (such as the nature of ties to other soldiers and officers), 

perception on risks and difficulties associated with desertion; participation in the conflict (nature 

and timing of deployment); and other desertion details.3 

A striking observation in our data is that all but one respondents identified themselves as Sunni 

Arabs. In fact, conventional wisdom portrays the Syrian civil war as driven by sectarian 

differences. One of the forms such arguments have taken in academic debates is the suggestion 

that loyalty in the Syrian military is an effect of a shared sectarian identity (Haklai 2000; 

McLauchlin 2010). Loyalty in the Syrian army can hence be explained as the effect of an ethnicity-

inspired solidarity group (Jasper 2004). In the Syrian case the argument is applicable to a relatively 

small group of military elites and high-ranking officers (Bou Nassif 2015), the majority of the 

rank-and-file in the Syrian army was not drawn from minority groups before the outbreak of the 

                                                 
2  See e.g. Aljazeera’s ‘defection tracker’ at: http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/interactive/syriadefections/ (last 

accessed January 22, 2015); also see ICG (2012: 1); Winter (2013). 
3 For the organizational infrastructure of the Syrian military, see Holliday (2013). 
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conflict, and many Sunni soldiers and officers continue to serve in the regime camp.4 Moreover, 

desertion patterns do not follow a clear-cut sectarian logic either: if sectarian identity was the main 

factor determining loyalty in the Syrian military, we would expect to see collective action along 

such identity lines. While the majority of deserters are Sunni Muslims, there were practically no 

instances of collective desertion by Sunni soldiers, nor were there mutinies by Sunni soldiers 

against their non-Sunni superiors. Moreover, social relations within the Syrian armed forces at the 

beginning of the conflict were characterized by mistrust between soldiers and officers, rather than 

between soldiers of different sectarian backgrounds (Koehler, Ohl & Albrecht 2016)—although 

the latter dimension gained increasing importance as the conflict escalated into civil war. Sectarian 

differences thus clearly do not help us much as an explanation for the dynamics of desertion from 

the Syrian military. 

In addition to our own empirical research, we draw on a variety of additional sources to bolster 

our insights. First, we draw on casualty data collected by the Violations Documentation Center 

(VDC) in Syria.5 The VDC is a network of Syrian activists who collect and triangulate information 

on casualties from both the opposition and regime side. The VDC collects information on 

casualties through a network of informants within Syria and then verifies information on the 

identity of each victim. For each victim, the status (civilian/non-civilian), gender, rank (for army 

personnel), geographical location and type of death (e.g. shooting, shelling, areal bombardment) 

is recorded. This information enables us to draw a geographically and temporally detailed picture 

of conflict dynamics in Syria. In addition, we rely on evidence available in the form of YouTube 

desertion videos, press reports, as well as publications from think tanks, human rights 

organizations, and similar sources. These additional sources allow us to check the reliability of our 

interview material and triangulate factual information contained in our data. 

Our empirical material imposes a number of methodological limitations. Since we are operating 

with a non-random sample, we cannot generalize our findings to a population of all military 

deserters. Moreover, we were forced to sample on the dependent variable—studying military 

deserters alone. Owing to these limitations, we are unable to embark on a systematic treatment of 

the ‘why-question,’ teasing out a sufficient explanation of the causes of military insubordination. 

These limitations, however, do not mean that there is no empirical variation to be exploited. Rather, 

we are still able to assess the plausibility of rivaling hypotheses about the causes of desertion, and 

we can exploit temporal variation in order to approach the question of which factors trigger 

desertion. Instead of directly contrasting deserters and loyalists, we exploit temporal and 

geographical variation in desertion decisions to draw inferences about the triggers of desertion.  

Our respondents deserted at any point between two weeks and over two years into deployment in 

the conflict. This fact allows us to compare an individual’s decision over the course of the uprising, 

as most members of our study remained loyal for a period of time and then decided to desert. We 

will thus compare the period of their loyalty to the period surrounding desertion in an attempt to 

explain why this change occurred. In this way, we are able to assess competing hypotheses and 

develop a plausible explanation for variation in desertion patterns.  

                                                 
4  See e.g. Thanassis Cambanis, “Assad’s Sunni Foot Soldiers,” Foreign Policy, November 5, 2015 

(https://foreignpolicy.com/2015/11/05/assads-sunni-foot-soldiers-syria/). 
5 See http://vdc-syr.org. 
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Rather than inquiring into a causal explanation of insubordination, we are primarily interested in 

explaining the relative importance of the drivers of desertion. Simply speaking, we are not 

interested in explaining why individual military personnel deserted, but rather which factors are 

more likely to serve as sufficient drivers of desertion. This will not help us tell why those who 

deserted committed the act, but it assists us in constructing an argument on those conditions that 

make desertion more likely. Our work therefore is limited when it comes to fully explaining the 

empirical phenomenon under investigation, but has, at the same time, broader theoretical appeal 

as it investigates a broader puzzle than military insubordination itself. 

 

Perceptions of Opportunities 

As indicated above, the extant literature on civil conflict has emphasized the importance of 

geographical features, focusing in particular on the existence of safe-havens as sanctuaries for 

rebel groups. McLauchlin (2014), moreover, has applied a similar argument to the Spanish Civil 

War, explaining desertion decisions in this setting with the geographical characteristics of soldiers’ 

home regions. Taken together, there are thus good reasons to assume that such factors might matter 

in the Syrian context as well.  

We do find initial evidence for the safe-haven hypothesis. The emergence of rebel-held territories 

in northern Syria coincided with the onset of the desertion wave in spring 2012. Such rebel 

strongholds, moreover, tended to be located on rough terrain or close to the Turkish border, 

suggesting that geographic characteristics played a role in sustaining local insurgencies. In brief, 

arguments based on geographically determined opportunities seem to explain a great deal about 

the behavior of military deserters in Syria. 

We caution against overinterpreting this observation however. On the empirical level, we do not 

find evidence that objective improvements in opportunities for desertion were indeed perceived as 

such by potential deserters. To the contrary, the context in which our respondents were embedded 

led them to believe that opportunities for desertion were, if anything, actually diminishing. We 

argue that this is an instance of a more general phenomenon: opportunity-based arguments, when 

relying on correlations between objective developments on the ground and the number of 

desertions, fail to take into account the fact that opportunities need to be perceived as such by the 

actors in order to become effective. The low-information and high-uncertainty context of conflict 

situations renders this translation problematic.  

Our interview data show that observable changes on the battlefield that seemed to favor the 

opposition—notably the emergence of rebel-controlled areas—were not perceived as opportunities 

for desertion by soldiers. Deserters did not perceive rebel safe-havens as opportunities. Rather, 

desertions occurred despite an acute perception of the risks involved and countermeasures by the 

regime prevented a widespread loss of control. The following section addresses this argument in 

empirical detail.  
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Opposition Safe-Havens 

Opposition control over specific areas appears to be a significant factor affecting the path of 

desertion. Idlib Governorate—which shares a long border with Turkey, some of which is marked 

by mountainous terrain—illustrates these dynamics. The province is home to Jisr al-Shughour, a 

town of 40,000 inhabitants to the west of the provincial capital Idlib, in which the first armed 

clashes between regime and opposition broke out in June 2011 (Holliday 2012a: 17). Following 

the suppression of the rebellion in Jisr al-Shughour, a sustained insurgency emerged in Jebel al-

Zawiya, a mountain range south of Idlib city that remained effectively outside the reach of the 

regime army. As a regime soldier stationed outside of Ariha, a city at the northern entry point to 

Jebel al-Zawiya told journalists in May 2012, the military did not dare to enter the city: “we just 

stay here,” he said. “Today there was an attack on the checkpoints around us—if we go inside 

Ariha they will slice us up.”6 Jebel al-Zawiya thus developed into a center of armed resistance in 

the north and the heart of a rebel-controlled area that at times stretched as far south as Hama 

province (Berman 2012; Holliday 2012b: 13-15). 

The emergence of this safe-haven coincides with a spike in desertions in spring 2012. The regime 

had regained control of Idlib itself through an offensive in late February and March 2012. Yet, this 

had the unintended effect of pushing rebel forces into the surrounding countryside, which 

effectively “remained beyond the government’s reach” (Holliday 2012b: 13). An opposition safe-

zone thus stretched from the Turkish border north of Jisr al-Shughour through Jebel al-Zawiya 

down into Hama governorate in spring 2012. There is evidence in our data that this particular safe-

zone attracted deserters. Interestingly, among our interviewees, soldiers who deserted to Idlib 

governorate came from as far away as Deraa or Deir El-Zour, both about 400 km away from Idlib. 

In addition, similar to McLauchlin’s (2014) findings in the case of the Spanish Civil War, most of 

the soldiers deserting to Idlib were born in this province. This suggests that the availability of 

social support paired with rough and inaccessible terrain was what attracted deserters.  

 

Opportunities Do Not Trigger Desertions 

Although the creation of rebel-controlled areas coincided with an increase in desertions, a more 

detailed analysis of the trajectories of those who deserted to Idlib suggests that deserters were 

instrumental in establishing rebel control, rather than being attracted by it. To begin with, half of 

the desertions to Idlib occurred before spring 2012, indicating that deserters played a role in 

establishing the safe-haven. Indeed, as Berman notes, deserter-led rebel groups emerged in Jebel 

al-Zawiya as early as December 2011 and played an important role in rebel activity in the area 

(Berman 2012: 6-7). This interpretation is further sustained by the fact that the majority of our 

interviewees who deserted to Idlib subsequently joined rebel forces there.  

More generally, we do not find evidence for the safe-haven hypothesis on the individual level. 

Rather, there are indications that some soldiers actually deserted to places that were subject to 

strong fighting, rather than to safe-havens. When we analyze areas soldiers deserted to, we find 

that these regions witnessed an increase in opposition casualties at the time of desertion when 

compared to the preceding months. This suggests that such areas were subject to above-average 

                                                 
6 Mariam Karouny, “Soldiers wary as residents rage in Syria’s Idlib,” Reuters, 10 May 2012. 
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degrees of regime violence at the time the desertions occurred. 7  The impression is further 

corroborated by a synchronic comparison. The number of casualties in regions to which deserters 

turned after their desertion is significantly higher than the average number of victims in the same 

month across all provinces.8 This finding could be due to one of two reasons: either deserters were 

motivated by a desire to join an ongoing confrontation, or their arrival in specific areas contributed 

to an increase in violence. In the specific case of those deserting to Jebel al-Zawiya in early 2012 

our data suggests that deserters moved to their home regions with the explicit aim of joining the 

insurgency there. While we cannot disentangle the relationship between desertions and the level 

of violence, it is clear that our respondents did not desert to safe-havens. Rather, opposition 

casualties in the provinces receiving deserters were significantly higher than both, the average 

number of victims in the month preceding the desertion, and the average number of opposition 

casualties in other provinces in the same month. 

Finally, if a causal link existed between the emergence of safe-havens and desertion decisions, we 

would expect that deserters had recognized such opportunities. We included a number of questions 

in our interviews to assess respondents’ risk perception. If safe-havens played a role in triggering 

desertions, we would assume that soldiers who deserted to safe-havens considered their personal 

risk lower than those who did not. Comparing those who deserted to the safe-haven in Idlib to all 

other deserters, however, does not yield significant differences. Idlib-deserters had a very similar 

assessment of the high-risk associated with desertion, suggesting that the presence of a rebel-

controlled area was not perceived as a factor facilitating desertion.  

Taken together, the safe-haven hypothesis does not find support in our interview data. Rather, the 

example of the rebel-controlled area in Jebel al-Zawiya suggests that deserters were instrumental 

in creating safe-havens, rather than deserting because of their existence. On a general level, 

moreover, deserters on average moved to areas that were subject to more, rather than less intense 

fighting, further shedding doubt on the safe-haven dynamic. Lastly, on the individual level, we do 

not find evidence that soldiers perceived the existence of rebel-controlled areas as factors 

facilitating desertion. The evidence discussed in the preceding paragraphs thus leaves us with a 

counterintuitive observation: the number of desertions increases in parallel with the emergence of 

opportunity structures that could plausibly be thought to favor desertion, yet we do not find 

evidence on the individual level to connect the supposed cause and effect. Rather than perceiving 

more favorable opportunities for desertion, our respondents even reported greater concern about 

the practical feasibility of desertion when ‘objective’ structures would have suggested otherwise.  

 

Poltroon in the Platoon: Fear Triggers Military Desertion 

Soldiers’ decisions to desert from the military amid civil conflict may be driven by a range of 

different individual-level motivations. While we cannot build on much prior research, we begin 

our exploratory inquiry with the hypothesis that three types of factors are particularly likely 

candidates as drivers of desertion: moral grievances, fear, and socio-economic deprivation. In this 

section we develop testable hypotheses and assess the relative importance of these factors. Based 

                                                 
7 The diachronic comparison compares average monthly casualties in the same province up to the month of desertion 

to the monthly casualties in the month of desertion (117 compared to 274, significant at 99% confidence level).  
8 The synchronic comparison compares average monthly casualties in the same month but across different provinces 

(203 compared to 274, significant at p<0.05). 
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on our data, fear or risk-related grievances appear as the strongest predictors of desertion, while 

moral grievances and deprivation do not seem to play a major role. We start from the assumption 

that a range of different dimensions interact to bind members of the Syrian military to their 

institution. While sectarian identity might be one of these dimensions (McLauchlin 2010; Bou 

Nassif 2015), other factors include processes of socialization (Khaddour 2015), material incentives 

(Mora & Wiktorowicz 2003; Droz-Vincent 2007), as well as control and coercion (Zisser 2001). 

Given the complexity of the processes that contribute to binding soldiers to the military institution, 

we would expect dynamics that trigger desertion to be no less diverse. In our exploratory analysis, 

we differentiate between three broad categories of factors: moral grievances, risk, and material 

considerations.  

We use two different types of data to probe the plausibility of these different factors. To begin 

with, we rely extensively on casualty figures collected by the Violence Documentation Center 

(VDC). The VDC collects daily casualty figures through a network of informants on the ground. 

The figures are broken down by province and differentiated between opposition and regime losses. 

Opposition losses include both rebel fighters and civilians, while regime losses only account for 

regime fighters (irrespective of whether they are soldiers or civilians). While the VDC internally 

validates reports of casualties and strives to only include victims who can be identified by name 

either through several local sources, or through identification documents or other evidence,9 there 

is no way of independently cross-checking the reliability of their data. We mitigate some of the 

problems by aggregating the data into monthly casualty totals on the level of provinces, rather than 

relying on the daily data differentiated by type of death that is provided by the VDC. We maintain 

the VDC’s differentiation between opposition and regime casualties however.  

We use these variables to assess the importance of different drivers of desertion based on the 

following expectations. If moral grievances drove desertions, we would expect to find a 

relationship between opposition casualties and the risk of desertion. The logic is straightforward: 

increasing numbers of opposition casualties could convince soldiers that the regime is using 

disproportionate force against civilians and that continued military service cannot be morally 

justified. Desertion would then be a consequence of a process similar to what Schutte called 

“reactive mobilization” in response to indiscriminate state violence (Schutte 2014). Our qualitative 

interviews yielded a wealth of evidence for such processes: soldiers often explained their decision 

to desert with reference to information they received through communication with their friends 

and families about regime atrocities in their hometowns; others recounted having directly 

witnessed the indiscriminate use of violence while in military service (Koehler, Ohl & Albrecht 

2016). In both cases such experiences were used as explanations for why military service became 

morally irresponsible. This leads us to consider the following hypothesis: 

H1 (moral grievances): If moral grievances drove military desertions, we would expect a 

positive relationship between opposition casualties and desertion.    

Second, the casualty data also allow us to assess the importance of fear, or factors driven by 

personal risk. Research in social psychology found that fear and anger are associated with the 

threat perception of group members when confronted with powerful opponents (Kamans, Otten & 

Gordijn 2010). If personal risk was a major driver of desertions, we would expect a positive 

                                                 
9 Author’s discussion with former VDC informant for Deir Ezzor city, Hatay, Turkey, December 2014, and phone 

conversation with VDC coordinator based in Istanbul, December 2014. 
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relationship between regime casualties in the base province and the risk of desertion, for this is a 

good indicator for the degree of threat created by regime opponents and felt by individuals serving 

in the regime army. Increasing levels of regime casualties in the area in which a soldier foresees 

his duties are a direct reminder that military service is associated with high risks for soldiers’ 

physical safety. If casualty levels increase, the risks of continued military service might well 

exceed the threshold of what an individual soldier is willing and able to bear. In fact, there is initial 

evidence that the desertion cascade during 2012 roughly coincides with increased numbers of 

regime casualties and events on the battlefield that put the regime in the defensive until it was able 

to reorganize its coercive capacities and make significant gains in the conflict since summer 2013 

(Holliday 2013; Lister 2014). This leads us to consider Hypothesis 2: 

H2 (fear): If risk-based grievances drove military desertion, we would expect a positive 

relationship between regime casualties and desertion. 

In addition to the casualty data, we also draw on information we collected through our 

questionnaires. This information allows us to address questions related to respondents’ attitudes 

and individual characteristics such as their socio-economic background or military rank. The rank 

variable captures military ranks on an ordinal scale. The modal category, by far, is the category of 

sergeant (including the ranks of raqib, raqib thani, and raqib awwal) with 40%, followed by 

lieutenants (including both mulazim and mulazim awwal) with 18%. Income measures self-

reported income on an ordinal scale using income brackets. We use these variables to test factors 

related to deprivation. If material factors were important for guaranteeing military loyalty—as is 

suggested by the regime’s repeated efforts to boost salaries and pensions (Ohl, Albrecht & Koehler 

2015)—we would expect to find that the duration in service increases with increasing rank. Low-

ranking military personnel are typically not part of the military spoils system which was 

established to serve mainly the higher officer corps (Mora & Wiktorowicz 2003; Khaddour 2015). 

Such individuals therefore have less to lose from desertion. Access to spoils, in turn, should 

increase with increasing rank. Higher-ranking officers should thus think twice about whether they 

want to sacrifice their privileges by desertion. For the same reason, we would also assume income 

to be negatively related to the duration in service. This leads us to consider our final hypothesis: 

H3 (deprivation): If material concerns drove desertions, we would expect negative effects 

of the rank and income variables. 

Our data imposes certain limitations in terms of applicable analytical strategies. To begin with, 

since we were unable to collect data on both deserters and non-deserters, we cannot explain the 

difference between desertion and loyalty. We can nevertheless approach a causal interpretation by 

investigating the relative importance of desertion triggers. While all respondents ultimately 

deserted, they did so at very different points in time. We observe the first desertions in April 

2011—mere weeks into the uprising—while our last observation occurs in August 2013. On 

average, just above one year passed between the onset of the uprising and desertion. We exploit 

this temporal variation in desertion decisions. This procedure thus capitalizes on the fact that all 

deserters are loyal until they desert. Secondly, the number of cases is relatively limited, imposing 

restrictions on the number of variables we can consider simultaneously. While we administered 

our questionnaire to 61 individuals in total, missing values on a number of variables reduce the 

number of cases to around 55 in most applications. 
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Given these challenges, we start with a series of plausibility probes based on the logic of 

comparative, rather than statistical control (Lijphart 1971) and employing simple bivariate tests 

and descriptive statistics. We begin by assessing the fit of Hypotheses 1 and 2 with a 

straightforward test based on Mill’s methods of agreement and difference, respectively: we first 

calculate the percentage of cases which display both the hypothesized trigger and desertion. The 

higher this percentage, the closer does a specific factor come to being a necessary condition for 

desertion. Secondly, we calculate the percentage of non-desertions which display our hypothesized 

trigger. The smaller this number, the closer our factor comes to being a sufficient condition for 

desertion. In the most extreme case, a factor that is both necessary and sufficient would be present 

in 100% of desertions and in 0% of non-desertions.  

For the purposes of this test we operationalize high opposition or regime casualties as values that 

are significantly above the average.10 We employ different reference groups. In the diachronic 

version we compare the value of opposition or regime casualties in the month and province in 

which a desertion occurred to the average of all prior months in the same province. In the 

synchronic version we compare the same number to the average of all other provinces in the same 

month. The results are supportive of both Hypotheses 1 and 2.  

 

Table 1: Moral Grievance and Risk 

 

 MORAL GRIEVANCE RISK 

 Diachronic Synchronic Diachronic Synchronic 

DESERTION 74% 34% 66% 36% 

NON-DESERTION 22% 21% 29% 33% 

Based on a first perusal of our data, we thus find support for the moral grievance and risk 

perspectives. The first row in Table 1 gives the percentage of desertion-months that saw above-

average values on the respective variable in diachronic or synchronic comparisons. The second 

row shows the same information for non-desertion months. The information can be interpreted as 

summarizing the extent to which moral grievances and risk approach the status of a necessary or 

sufficient condition for desertion. Table 1 lends initial support to Hypotheses 1 and 2 in the 

diachronic variant: 74% of all deserters left their units in the context of above-average opposition 

casualties in their vicinity, while the same value is 66% for regime casualties. Moreover, only 22% 

and 29% of province-months that did not see desertions show such above-average values. In 

substantive terms, experiencing high levels of opposition and regime casualties is thus a condition 

which a great number of deserters have in common. At the same time, it differentiates province-

months with desertions and province-months without desertions form each other. The synchronic 

version of the comparison, on the other hand, does not show strong patterns.  

 

                                                 
10 Based on passing the 90% confidence threshold in a one-tailed t-test. 
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Figure 2: Casualties and Conflict Duration, 2011-2013 

 

A major concern with this type of analysis is that the findings might be driven by an increase of 

conflict intensity over time. Since both casualty figures and the likelihood of desertion might well 

increase over the course of a conflict, the association between high casualties and desertion might 

be spurious. As Figure 2 suggests, this concern is particularly pressing for the case of opposition 

casualties. Since opposition casualties increase over time, some part of the positive relationship 

between opposition casualties and desertion is likely just driven by the passage of time. Indeed, on 

the aggregate level, the correlation between conflict duration and opposition casualties is .60 

(p<0.001). The situation for the risk hypothesis is more encouraging. Compared to opposition 

casualties, regime casualties have varied much less over the 30 months we study in this paper.  

What is more, as Figure 3 suggests, there is a clear upward trend of the growth rate of opposition 

casualties over time, while the rate for regime casualties actually diminishes over time and 

eventually even turns negative. This observation suggests that the effect of opposition casualties 

on the likelihood of desertion might to an extent be driven by a temporal trend, while this 

possibility is much less likely for the case of regime casualties. We are thus confident that the 

effect of increasing risk is robust to a time control, while the effect of moral grievance might be 

largely due to a temporal trend (a finding that is also supported by the regression analysis below). 
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Figure 3: Trends in Opposition and Regime Casualties, 2011-2013 

 

Lastly, individual-level evidence supports the idea of desertions as a consequence of fear (H2), 

rather than moral grievances (H1). If deserters were motivated by moral considerations, we would 

expect not only an association between desertion decisions and opposition casualties on the 

aggregate level, but we would also expect evidence for such a link on the individual level. In 

particular, we would expect that soldiers’ attitudes towards the regime are affected by high levels 

of opposition casualties. This, however, is not the case. Indeed, contrary to this expectation, those 

of our respondents who justified their decision to desert with a wish to fight the regime left the 

military in the context of significantly lower numbers of opposition casualties (173 vs. 103 

monthly deaths, respectively). This further weakens the aggregate association between opposition 

casualties and desertions. 

While we thus find limited support for H1 and relatively strong support for H2, H3 based on 

material deprivation fares less well. Average times in service are very similar for both higher and 

lower ranking officers (13.32 months below the rank of lieutenant vs. 14.16 months from lieutenant 

upwards) and for higher and lower income groups (above or below 20,000 SYR per month in 

March 2011 with 14.32 and 13.18 months before deserting, respectively). None of the differences 

is significant. These initial findings corroborate qualitative evidence that economic motives did 

not play a decisive role in triggering or preventing desertions in the initial stage of the Syrian 

conflict (Ohl, Albrecht & Koehler 2015).   

The bivariate tests conducted so far do not allow us to draw conclusions about the relative 

importance of moral grievances and risk. Moreover, as mentioned above, a major analytical issue 

is that we cannot be sure about the extent to which the results are driven by the escalation of 

conflict dynamics over time, rather than by moral grievances or risk more generally. In order to 

test the robustness of the two main variables, we estimate three linear probability models.11 Given 

                                                 
11 We also ran the equivalent logit models which yield very similar result.  
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the limitations imposed by our data, we merely use these models to check the robustness of the 

relationships that emerged from the analysis conducted thus far. Most importantly, we want to 

assess the relative importance of moral grievances and risk while controlling for material factors 

and the passage of time. In Models 2 and 3 we thus control for time by including a conflict duration 

variable that increases by one step every six months. In Model 3, moreover, we add soldier fixed 

effects as a means of controlling for unobserved variation among soldiers. 

 

Table 2: Drivers of Desertion (Linear Probability Models) 

 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Opposition casualties  0.0140*** 

(0.0039) 

0.0047 

(0.0048) 

0.0085 

(0.0056) 

Regime casualties 0.0902* 

(0.0372) 

0.0655+ 

(0.0386) 

0.0962* 

(0.0473) 

Income  0.0005 

(0.0056) 

 

Conflict duration  0.0081*** 

(0.0022) 

0.0124*** 

(0.0026) 

Constant 0.0266* 

(0.0266) 

-0.0051*** 

(0.0286) 

-0.0442** 

(0.0167) 

Fixed effects? No No Yes 

Cases 55 53 53 

N 714 671 671 
Standard errors in parentheses. 

+ p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

The results confirm the robustness of some of the findings we formulated above. In particular, 

regime casualties exert a significant positive effect on the probability of desertion in all models, 

increasing our confidence that individual risk indeed triggered desertion among our respondents 

(H2). Moreover, our suspicion regarding the time-dependence of the opposition casualty variable 

is validated by the fact that this variable does not attain statistical significance once the time control 

is added.  

The main finding emerging from the analysis so far is that individual risk is an important trigger 

of desertion from the Syrian military. Regime casualties were above average in two-thirds of our 

desertion cases, while only 29% of province-months displayed above average regime casualties 

and no desertions. Moreover, the effect of regime casualties is robust to controlling for conflict 

duration and for unobserved variance among soldiers.  

This finding is somewhat counterintuitive. In our qualitative interviews, fear did not figure 

prominently as an explanation for why soldiers decided to leave their units. Rather, deserters 

tended to recount how experiences of regime violence persuaded them to attempt desertion. While 

mechanisms of persuasion and coordination were crucial in convincing soldiers to leave the 

military (Koehler, Ohl & Albrecht 2016), we maintain here that the actual timing of desertion was 

driven by increasing individual risk. This argument goes against the explicit ex-post 

rationalizations given by former soldiers. For example, 95% or our respondents in the structured 
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interviews suggested that the motivation to defend their communities was an important factor in 

their decision to desert, a narrative that was also reflected in our qualitative research. Taken at face 

value this indeed suggests that prospective deserters were motivated by moral concerns, wishing 

to defend their friends and family against what they increasingly perceived as indiscriminate 

regime violence. At the same time, however, only about half of those justifying their decision in 

these terms actually went on to join the armed opposition, suggesting that something other than 

the motivation to defend their communities influenced their decision.  

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we presented a rare account of military insubordination in violent civil conflict using 

fine-grained individual interview data on deserters. The empirical results of our inquiry are noisy, 

not only owing to the limitations inherent in our data collection process, but also—as we believe—

because we are dealing here with a complex decision-making environment that dismisses 

simplistic cause-and-effect explanations. Nevertheless, the results of our research have intriguing 

empirical and theoretical implications that merit further systematic and comparative research.  

Empirically, our insights into military insubordination among the Syrian armed forces help to 

better understand specific dynamics in the Syrian civil war. Most desertions of soldiers and officers 

cluster in a specific period between late 2011 and early 2013, which helps explain the formation 

and strengthening of rebel groups as well as the reconfiguration of the loyal forces backing Bashar 

al-Asad. The erosion of the Syrian armed forces at least in part explains why the Bashar regime 

was unable to put down a fragmented rebellion and impede the rapid advances on Syrian territory 

of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) since mid-2014. 

Our findings also propose a theoretical contribution to the study of civil conflict more broadly as 

well as scholars’ methodological point of departure when studying a phenomenon such as the one 

presented. Discussions on the dynamics of violent conflict have been dominated by accounts where 

correlations between inter-subjectively present conflict features and events, on the one hand, and 

assumed triggers of individual behavior, on the other hand, do the heavy lifting in causal 

interpretations. This is at least in part due to the lack of interview data: it is difficult, often 

impossible, in such conflict environments to generate fine-grained interview data meeting the 

widely shared expectations of strong ‘analytical value.’ Yet, our research shows that it is worth 

asking the people about which we make assumptions on the basis of correlational analysis. While 

objective opportunities, such as geographic safe-havens, present themselves to potential military 

deserters, military personnel perceive military insubordination as constantly uncertain and risky, 

which cautions us against overemphasizing opportunity-oriented accounts. Clearly, in our case of 

military insubordination in Syria deserters’ perceptions do not corroborate the researcher’s 

intuition.  

At the same time, our inquiry brings to the fore the shortcomings and challenges inherent in 

qualitative and systematic interview data. Ex-post rationalization led our respondents to 

overwhelmingly cite moral grievances as reasons for their desertion decisions: concern for their 

families and communities they wish to protect and indignation with human rights violations, in 

which they feel complicit as members of security forces repressing Syrian citizens. We bring back 

in correlational analysis here to test the validity of such personal accounts and find evidence that 
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personal fear might just be a more effective trigger of military insubordination than moral 

grievances.  

Methodologically this leaves us with a call to combine large-n correlational analysis with 

qualitative, individual-level interview data for robust claims on individual behavior and collective 

action in civil conflict and other high-risk environments, such as political activism in authoritarian 

regimes more broadly. The main theoretical contribution in this paper is to introduce ‘fear’ as an 

important factor that has largely gone unnoticed in the study of civil war. We can see the results 

of our inquiry travel to other subjects and puzzles in that literature. While greed, grievance, and 

opportunity have been routinely employed to explain rebel formation, it is perhaps the mere 

calculation of personal danger that goes a long way explaining high-risk action: individuals might 

join rebel forces—or regime loyalists—simply because they perceive there are greater chances to 

survive.  

 

References 

Albrecht, Holger and Dorothy Ohl. 2016. “Exit, Resistance, Loyalty: Military Behavior during 

Unrest in Authoritarian Regimes,” Perspectives on Politics 14(1): forthcoming. 

Bara, Corinne. 2014. “Incentives and Opportunities: A Complexity-Oriented Explanation of 

Violent Ethnic Conflict,” Journal of Peace Research 51(6): 696-710. 

Bearman, Peter S. 1991. “Desertion As Localism: Army Unit Solidarity and Group Norms in the 

U.S. Civil War,” Social Forces 70(2): 321–42. 

Bellin, Eva. 2012. “Reconsidering the Robustness of Authoritarianism: Lessons from the Arab 

Spring,” Comparative Politics 44(2): 127-149. 

Berman, Asher. 2012. Rebel Groups of Jebel al-Zawiyah. Washinton, DC: Institute for the Study 

of War, Backgrounder. 

Bou Nassif, Hicham. 2015. “‘Second Class:’ The Grievances of Sunni Officers in the Syrian 

Armed Forces.” Journal of Strategic Studies 38(5): 626-49. 

Buhaug, Halvard and Scott Gates. 2002. “The Geography of Civil War,” Journal of Peace 

Research 39(4): 417-433. 

Collier, Paul and Anke Hoeffler. 2004. “Greed and Grievance in Civil War,” Oxford Economic 

Papers 56(4): 563-595. 

De Soysa, Indra. 2002. “Paradise is a Bazaar? Greed, Creed, and Governance in Civil War, 1989-

99,” Journal of Peace Research 39(4): 395-416. 

Driscoll, Jesse. 2015. Warlords and Coalition Politics in Post-Soviet States. New York: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Droz-Vincent, Philippe. 2007. “From Political to Economic Actors: The Changing Role of Middle 

Eastern Armies,” In Debating Arab Authoritarianism, ed. Oliver Schlumberger. Palo Alto, 

CA: Stanford University Press. 

Eck, Kristine. 2014. “Coercion in Rebel Recruitment,” Security Studies 23(2): 364-398. 

Fearon, James D. and David D. Laitin. 2003. “Ethnicity, Insurgency, and Civil War,” American 

Political Science Review 97(1): 75-90. 

Greig, J. Michael. 2014. “Rebels at the Gates: Civil War Battle Locations, Movement, and 

Openings for Diplomacy,” International Studies Quarterly, online first. 

Gurr, Ted. R. 1971. Why Men Rebel. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 



18 

 

Haklai, Oded. 2000. “A Minority Rule over a Hostile Majority: The Case of Syria,” Nationalism 

& Ethnic Politics 6(3): 19-50. 

Henriksen, Rune. 2007. “Warriors on Combat – What Makes People Actively Fight in Combat?” 

Journal or Strategic Studies 30(2): 187-223. 

Holliday, Joseph. 2012a. Syria’s Armed Opposition. Washington, DC: Institute for the Study of 

War, Middle East Security Report 3. 

Holliday, Joseph. 2012b. Syria’s Maturing Insurgency. Washington, DC: Institute for the Study of 

War, Middle East Security Report 5. 

Holliday, Joseph. 2013. The Syrian Army: Doctrinal Order of Battle. Washington, DC: Institute 

for the Study of War. 

Humphreys, Macartan. 2005. “Natural Resources, Conflict, and Conflict Resolution. Uncovering 

the Mechanisms,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 49(4): 508-537. 

Humphreys, Macartan and Jeremy M. Weinstein. 2008. “Who Fights? The Determinants of 

Participation in Civil War,” American Journal of Political Science 52(2): 436-455. 

ICG 2012. Syria’s Mutating Conflict, Middle East Report No. 128, 1 August 2012. 

Jasper, James M. 2004. “A Strategic Approach to Collective Action,” Mobilization 9: 1-6. 

Kalyvas, Statis. 2003. “The Ontology of ‘Political Violence’: Action and Identity in Civil Wars,” 

Perspectives on Politics 1(3): 475-94. 

Kalyvas, Stathis. 2008. “Ethnic Defection in Civil War,” Comparative Political Studies 41: 1043-

68. 

Kamans, Elanor, Sabine Otten & Ernestine H. Gordijn. 2010. “Power and Threat in Intergroup 

Conflict: How Emotional and Behavioral Responses Depend on Amount and Content of 

Threat,” Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 14(3): 293-310. 

Ketchley, Neil. 2014. “The Army and the People Are One Hand! Fraternization and the 25th 

January Egyptian Revolution,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 56(1): 155-

186. 

Khaddour, Kheder. 2015. “Assad’s Officer Ghetto: Why the Syrian Army Remains Loyal,” 

Carnegie Middle East Center Regional Insight, 4 November 2015. 

Klepper, Steven and Daniel Nagin. 1989. “The Deterrent Effect of Perceived Certainty and 

Severity of Punishment Revisited,” Criminology 27(4): 721-746. 

Koehler, Kevin, Dorothy Ohl and Holger Albrecht. 2016. “From Disaffection to Desertion: How 

Networks Facilitate Military Insubordination in Civil Conflict,” Comparative Politics, 

forthcoming.  

Kuran, Timur. 1995. Private Truths, Public Lies: The Social Consequences of Preference 

Falsification. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Lee, Terence. 2015. Defect or Defend: Military Responses to Popular Protests in Authoritarian 

Asia. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Leenders, Reinoud and Steven Heydemann. 2012. “Popular Mobilization in Syria: Opportunity 

and Threat, and the Social Networks of the Early Risers,” Mediterranean Politics 17(2): 

139-159. 

Lijphart, Arend. 1971. “Comparative Politics and the Comparative Method,” American Political 

Science Review 65(3): 682-93. 

Lister, Charles. 2014. Dynamic Stalemate: Surveying Syria’s Military Landscape. Brookings 

Policy Briefing, May. 

Lujala, Paivi. 2010. “The Spoils of Nature: Armed Civil Conflict and Rebel Access to Natural 

Resources,” Journal of Peace Research 47(1): 15-28. 



19 

 

McAdam, Doug. 1986. “Recruitment to High-Risk Activism: The Case of Freedom Summer,” 

American Journal of Sociology 92(1): 64-90. 

McLauchlin, Theodore. 2010. “Loyalty Strategies and Military Defection in Rebellion,” 

Comparative Politics (April): 333-350. 

McLauchlin, Theodore. 2014. “Desertion, Terrain, and Control of the Home Front in Civil Wars,” 

Journal of Conflict Revolution 58(8): 1419-1444. 

McLauchlin, Theodore. 2015. “Desertion and Collective Action in Civil Wars.” International 

Studies Quarterly, online first. 

Mora, Frank O. and Quintan Wiktorowicz. 2003. “Economic Reform and the Military: China, 

Cuba, and Syria in Comparative Perspective,” International Journal of Comparative 

Sociology 44(2): 87–128. 

Nepstad, Sharon Erickson. 2013, “Mutiny and Nonviolence in the Arab Spring: Exploring Military 

Defections and Loyalty in Egypt, Bahrain, and Syria,” Journal of Peace Research 50(3): 

337-349. 

O’Bagy, Elizabeth. 2012. Syria’s Political Opposition. Washington, DC: Institute for the Study of 

War, Middle East Security Report 4. 

Ohl, Dorothy, Holger Albrecht and Kevin Koehler. 2015. “For Money or Liberty? The Political 

Economy of Military Desertion and Rebel Recruitment in the Syrian Civil War,” Carnegie 

Middle East Center, November 24.  

Pion-Berlin, David, Diego Esparza and Kevin Grisham. 2014. “Staying Quartered: Civilian 

Uprisings and Military Disobedience in the Twenty-First Century,” Comparative Political 

Studies 47(2): 230-259. 

Roessler, Philip. 2011. “The Enemy Within: Personal Rule, Coups, and Civil War in Africa,” 

World Politics 63(2): 300–346. 

Rose, Arnold M. 1951. “The Social Psychology of Desertion from Combat,” American 

Sociological Review 16(5): 614-29. 

Schutte, Sebastian. 2014. “Geography, Outcome, and Casualties: A Unified Model of Insurgency,” 

Journal of Conflict Resolution, online first. 

Seymour, Lee J. M. 2014. “Why Factions Switch Sides in Civil Wars: Rivalry, Patronage and 

Realignment in Sudan,” International Security 39(2): 92-131. 

Shils, Edward A., and Morris Janowitz. 1948. “Cohesion and Disintegration in the Wehrmacht in 

World War II,” Public Opinion Quarterly 12(2): 280-315. 

Siebold, Guy L. 2007 “The Essence of Military Group Cohesion,” Armed Forces and Society 

33(2): 286-295. 

Staniland, Paul. 2014. Networks of Rebellion: Explaining Insurgent Cohesion and Collapse. 

Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 

Winter, Lucas. 2013. “A Modern History of the Free Syrian Army in Deraa,” Fort Leavenworth, 

Foreign Military Studies Office. 

Zisser, Eyal. 2001. “The Syrian Army: Between the Domestic and External Fronts,” Middle East 

Review of International Affairs 5(1): 1-12. 


