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Third-Party Actors and the Intentional Targeting of
Civilians in War

BENJAMIN J. APPEL AND ALYSSA K. PROROK*

This article examines the relationship between third-party actors and the intentional targeting of
non-combatants in interstate war. It argues that war participants kill fewer civilians in war when their
expectation of third-party punishment is high. Combatants will anticipate a high likelihood of third-party
sanctions when their alliance and trade networks are dominated by third parties that have ratified inter-
national treaties prohibiting the intentional targeting of non-combatants. The study hypothesizes that war
combatants kill fewer civilians in war as the strength of ratifiers within their alliance and trade networks
increases. Quantitative tests on a dataset of all interstate wars from 1900–2003 provide strong statistical
and substantive support for this hypothesis.
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Can the international community prevent combatants from intentionally killing civilians during
interstate war? Given the high-stakes nature of war, there are reasons to be skeptical about third
parties’ abilities to influence war participants’ behavior. Perhaps as a result, scholars studying the
determinants of civilian targeting during war have largely overlooked the role played by third parties
in shaping states’ wartime policies. Instead, research has focused primarily on dyadic and country-
level factors such as strategic considerations, domestic institutions, and ratification of international
law in determining a combatant’s use of strategic violence towards civilian populations.1

Yet a growing body of research suggests that the international community can influence
states’ foreign policies in areas as diverse as commitments to international courts, human rights
practices, dispute settlement, democratization and conflict propensity.2 We build on this
burgeoning research to examine the role played by third-party states in attenuating the
intentional targeting of non-combatants during interstate war. We argue that combatants will
intentionally target fewer civilians in war when they expect third parties to punish them for
doing so. Third-party states, in turn, will be most likely to act when two conditions hold. First,
they must regard the protection of civilians during war as a highly salient issue. Third parties
that have ratified the relevant legal prohibitions against non-combatant targeting in war will be
likely to value civilian protection norms, and consequently will be more willing to encourage
behavior that upholds them. Secondly, attempts to alter combatant state behavior will be most
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effective when third parties have significant leverage over combatant states; specifically, allies
and trade partners of war participants can use existing networks of interaction to impose
meaningful costs/benefits on war combatants.
Based on this logic, we hypothesize that combatants will kill fewer civilians in war as their

trade and alliance networks come to be dominated by third parties that have ratified the legal
conventions prohibiting the intentional targeting of non-combatants during war. We test this
argument on a dataset of all interstate wars from 1900–2003. Across a range of statistical tests,
we find strong and consistent support for our hypothesis: combatants kill fewer civilians in war
when their alliance and trade networks are dominated by ratifiers.3

This article makes several important contributions to existing scholarship. First, we identify a
previously overlooked determinant of civilian targeting during interstate war: third-party
networks’ influence. Understanding the causes of civilian victimization is of critical importance,
as civilian populations often bear the brunt of the costs of war, and civilian loss of life is perhaps
the most direct manifestation of these costs. Relatedly, we identify a new area – wartime
behavior towards civilians – in which the international community plays a significant role in
shaping state behavior, thereby advancing the literature on how third parties influence foreign
policy decisions.4

Thirdly, we show that international law has important indirect effects on war participants by
influencing third parties’ incentives. While the mechanism we propose focuses on the coercive
power of third parties, the law is an integral part of our argument in that the impetus for third
parties to use their leverage to sway combatant behavior is based upon their adoption of
(and adherence to) the norms espoused in international humanitarian law. We thus identify a
new role for international law that many scholars have overlooked, and in doing so show that
researchers typically underestimate the law’s impact by focusing solely on its direct effects.
Further, by focusing on third parties’ – rather than war combatants’ – treaty ratification status,
we avoid problems of selection bias that hinder many empirical analyses in the international
law literature.5

The article proceeds as follows. First, we briefly review the recent literature on how third
parties influence state behavior. Secondly, we develop our theory of how third-party
networks influence war combatants’ behavior towards civilian populations in war. Thirdly,
we review our research design, measurement of variables, and present our empirical results.
Finally, we conclude by discussing the implications of our findings and avenues for future
research.

THIRD-PARTY INFLUENCE ON STATE BEHAVIOR

In recent years, scholars have begun to systematically examine the international community’s
impact on states’ foreign policies. Several important insights come out of this literature. First, it
demonstrates that, broadly speaking, third parties matter. They influence state behavior, both
within and outside the context of interstate war, in a variety of ways. Existing research
demonstrates, for example, that third parties influence dispute resolution processes,6 conflict

3 The Appendix presents a variety of robustness checks that lend additional support to the article’s main
findings; these are discussed in more detail below.

4 Goodliffe et al. 2012; Kadera, Crescenzi, and Shannon 2003; Mitchell 2002; Pevehouse and Russett 2006.
5 Downs, Rocke, and Barsoom 1996; Morrow 2007; von Stein 2005. A critique leveled at analyses in this

field is that states simply ratify the treaties they intend to comply with. By focusing on third-party rather than
combatant ratification, we bypass this potential selection problem.

6 Mitchell 2002; Mitchell, Kadera, and Crescenzi 2008.
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propensity,7 the survival of democratic regimes,8 and ratification of and compliance with human
rights treaties.9

Secondly, this burgeoning literature demonstrates that third parties that provide important
political, military or economic support to a given state are particularly well situated to influence
that state’s behavior. Goodliffe et al., for instance, find that International Criminal Court
ratification is more likely when states’ ‘dependence networks’ create an implicit link between
ratification and continued or additional network benefits.10 Likewise, Hafner-Burton
demonstrates that third-party coercion can improve states’ compliance with human rights
standards by linking the benefits of integration through preferential trade agreements to
improved human rights practices.11 Finally, this literature demonstrates that who states interact
with matters. The normative beliefs of relevant third parties determine their willingness to exert
pressure on a combatant state, whether through a process of socialization or more materially
based coercion processes.12 In the next section, we build and expand upon these insights to
develop a theory of third-party influence on combatant state behavior toward civilian
populations during interstate war.

THIRD PARTIES AND THE EFFECTIVENESS OF INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW

This section argues that combatants will intentionally target fewer civilians during interstate war
when their alliance and trade networks – those of particular importance during war – are
dominated by third parties that have ratified the Hague/Geneva Conventions. Under these
conditions, combatant states will anticipate higher pay-offs for compliant behavior than for
behavior that violates the norms espoused by these legal conventions, and will have incentives
to protect civilian life.
We focus theoretically and empirically on combatants’ expectations of how third parties will

respond to their treatment of civilian populations during war, arguing that leaders incorporate
the expected reactions of third parties into their decision-making calculus.13 As Goodliffe et al.
argue, ‘if governments care about the economic, security, and political goods their network
partners provide, they can anticipate likely reactions of their partners and behave in ways they
expect their partners will approve’.14 That is, combatants anticipate the likelihood that interested
third parties will provide positive inducements (carrots) or punishments (sticks) in order to alter
the pay-offs of a given strategy or policy.
Third parties’ reactions are important to combatants because they can have a meaningful

impact on both wartime and post-war pay-offs. Most directly, third parties influence war
outcomes and the costs of war by providing or withholding critical economic or military support
to combatants during the conflict. Thus a combatant state’s expectations regarding third-party

7 Pevehouse and Russett 2006.
8 Kadera, Crescenzi, and Shannon 2003.
9 Goodliffe and Hawkins 2009; Goodliffe et al. 2012; Greenhill 2010; Prorok and Appel 2014.
10 Goodliffe et al. 2012. Dependence networks are defined as the set of actors that states depend upon for a

diverse set of goods across a range of issue areas (i.e., economic and security).
11 Hafner-Burton 2005.
12 Greenhill 2010; Mitchell 2002; Pevehouse and Russet 2006; Prorok and Appel 2014.
13 Coercion’s effectiveness should be assessed based upon expectations rather than overt penalties, as coercion

has already failed once an actor has to carry through on its threat (Thompson 2009). We therefore focus on a
combatant’s expectations of benefits or punishments from third parties; expectations should be sufficient to alter
the target state’s pay-offs and thus its policy decisions.

14 Goodliffe et al. 2012, 132. The authors also assert that third parties can alter pay-offs even when the
expected benefits/costs are unclear.
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responses play a non-trivial role in that combatant’s strategic decision making. Anticipated
positive reactions from third parties increase the state’s expected pay-off from avoiding
intentional civilian targeting, while anticipated negative responses decrease the expected pay-off
from choosing a course of action that is at odds with legal prohibitions against civilian targeting.
Consequently, combatants are most likely to alter their behavior when they have a relatively
high expectation of third-party involvement, while they are less likely to do so when they have a
low expectation that third parties will act, ceteris paribus.
Based on this logic, we argue that combatant states are less likely to intentionally kill

civilians when they interact with third parties that have (1) the willingness to act based on the
norms espoused by international humanitarian law and (2) sufficient leverage over target states
to meaningfully alter pay-offs. As we argue below, the willingness condition is met when third
parties have ratified the relevant treaties proscribing civilian targeting, while the leverage
condition is met when third parties are alliance or trade partners, as these are the states whose
support is imperative during conflict.

Third-party Treaty Ratification as a Signal of Norm Salience/Adoption

Combatants are less likely to target civilians in war when they expect third-party sanctions for
doing so. Third-party states, in turn, will be more willing to take action to protect non-
combatants in war when they regard civilian protection as a highly salient issue. We define
salience as the importance or priority a state places on a particular legal obligation, independent
of the actual content or requirements of the law. High-salience obligations are those that states
place a high normative value on, while low-salience obligations lack this normative valuation.15

Identifying which third parties view civilian protection as a high-salience issue is non-trivial,
as states’ preferences are unobservable. Combatant states must therefore assess third parties’
preferences based upon observable third-party behavior. Specifically, third-party states that have
ratified the Hague/Geneva Conventions or the 1977 Additional Protocols prohibiting the
intentional targeting of civilians are more likely than those that have not ratified to regard the
protection of non-combatants in war as highly salient.16 While scholars have examined
compliance with this body of law,17 our argument is distinct in that we are interested in how
these legal conventions influence the willingness of third-party states to pressure combatants
to protect civilians in war. Thus we expand upon the traditional compliance literature by
examining the indirect influence that international law exerts, via third-party pressure, on war
participants. This approach has potentially important implications for the role of international
law in world politics, as focusing only on international law’s direct influence ‘potentially
underestimates broader treaty effects’.18

15 The salience condition is important, because it is often costly for third parties to alter their military or
economic relationships with target states. They can suffer, along with the target, from cutting or withholding
economic, political or military ties. Given these potential costs, credible threats to alter existing network ties can
be difficult to make if third-party states cannot demonstrate their willingness to absorb the potential costs of
policy changes.

16 The legal prohibitions against the intentional targeting of civilian populations during war were first codified
in formal legal agreements in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 1899 and 1907 Hague
Conventions sought to regulate the conduct of warfare, including prohibiting the attack or bombardment of
undefended populations. The Geneva Conventions superseded the Hague Conventions in 1949, and included
broader provisions protecting civilian populations during war. Most recently, the 1977 Protocols further expand
upon the Geneva Conventions, particularly with regard to the protection of non-combatants during war.

17 Downes 2006; Morrow 2007; Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006.
18 Simmons 2010, 274–5.
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Third-party states that have ratified the laws prohibiting the intentional targeting of
civilians are more likely to regard the norms embodied in these treaties as highly salient, and
thus reward states that refrain from targeting civilians while punishing those that do not.19

Scholars have put forward two primary explanations for norm adoption during and after
ratification. First, some argue that the law establishes appropriate standards of conduct,
and that states comply with treaties that they have ratified because of the logic of
appropriateness.20 The law creates shared understandings through a process of
internalization, which shapes states’ perceptions of their identities and ultimately influences
how they ought to behave. States abide by the law because they believe it is the right thing to
do. The same logic applies here: third parties that ratify the Conventions/Protocols are more
likely to value the norms embodied in these international legal instruments than states that
refrain from doing so. As Morrow argues, ‘treaties are a public signal that a state accepts a
standard by ratifying it’.21

Other scholars point to the costs of ratification to explain why states that ratify treaties will be
more inclined to act in accordance with the relevant legal principles.22 In these accounts, treaty
ratification indicates a third party’s salience type because ratification can be politically costly. In
most countries, treaty ratification requires the approval of legislative, parliamentary or other
domestic actors. Often, formal procedures requiring legislative majorities or supermajorities are
required for ratification.23 The United States, for instance, requires the advice and consent of
two-thirds of the Senate for successful ratification. More generally, by requiring domestic
approval, the ratification process entails costs for governments that only some are willing to pay,
such as changing existing laws, legislative opposition and obtaining support from military
elites. High-salience third parties are likely to pay these ratification costs, while low-salience
types will be unwilling to do so. According to this argument, therefore, treaty ratification
functions like a separating equilibrium, as only third parties that have adopted the relevant
norms will pay the costs of ratification.24

Both of these mechanisms suggest that third parties that ratify treaties are more likely to adopt
(or have already adopted) the norms embodied in them. Thus from the perspective of the war
combatant, international humanitarian law functions as a useful screening mechanism, allowing

19 While it is commonly argued that treaty ratification is a signal of norm adoption, a potential objection to this
argument is that evidence is mixed on the relationship between treaty ratification and civilian targeting (e.g.,
Morrow 2007; Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006). While this raises some questions regarding the salience of
civilian protection among ratifiers, it does not undermine our argument for two reasons. First, using more precise
measures of compliance than other scholars, Morrow (2007) demonstrates that joint ratification increases
compliance with these laws of war. Secondly, war participants face a different strategic environment than third
parties. For combatants, strategic considerations may prevail over normative concerns because of the grave threat
faced during conflict. In contrast, third-party states whose fundamental interests are not threatened are more
likely to remain committed to normative values. Thus even if ratifier combatants choose strategic over normative
considerations, ratifier third parties will maintain their commitment to enforcing the laws of war. This suggests,
similar to Simmons (2010), that focusing only on combatant ratification may underestimate the law’s effect.

20 Finnemore and Sikkink 1998.
21 Morrow 2007, 560.
22 Martin 2000; Simmons 2010.
23 Martin 2000.
24 In some cases, ratification may involve few domestic costs because of existing domestic support for the

relevant norm. In these cases, ratification still signals an intent to uphold legal principles, but commitment
credibility comes from the fact that leaders may suffer non-compliance costs that derive from the domestic
audience. In essence, ratification signals high salience because it involves either ex ante (ratification) costs or
because it imposes ex post (domestic noncompliance) costs. See Simmons and Hopkins (2005) on law as both a
screening and a constraining mechanism.
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combatants to distinguish high-salience from low-salience third parties.25 Third parties
that have ratified the relevant prohibitions against civilian targeting have demonstrated their
adherence to the norm of civilian protection during war through their willingness to
pay the costs of ratification or through the discursive process surrounding ratification, and are
thus expected to more willingly absorb the costs of coercive policies designed to bring
combatant behavior in line with international humanitarian law. In contrast, combatants
will be uncertain about non-ratifiers’ willingness to enact policies to promote compliance
because they have not demonstrated their normative commitment to the legal obligation
through the ratification process. Consequently, combatants will expect a higher likelihood of
third-party involvement when they interact primarily with third-party ratifiers. This decreases
the pay-offs and therefore the likelihood and severity of intentional non-combatant targeting
during war.26

Power, Leverage and Network Ties

In order to alter combatant behavior, third parties must also have leverage over the combatant
such that the provision or withholding of benefits significantly affects the leader’s strategic
calculus. That is, third parties must have the opportunity to alter a combatant’s pay-offs
for civilian targeting through the provision of benefits or imposition of punishments.27

The central implication of this insight is that only some third parties have the ability to alter
target states’ behavior, and that this ability derives from existing, non-trivial ties between
combatants and third parties. Specifically, allies and trade partners can exert significant
leverage over combatants’ behavior during war because they interact regularly with the
combatant state. Their existing network ties to the combatant provide them the opportunity to
alter combatants’ pay-offs from pursuing specific strategies during war. Thus allies and
trade partners can influence combatant pay-offs for civilian targeting during war by linking
the provision of economic and military support to civilian protection, and can also induce states
to protect civilians through the implicit or explicit promise of future (that is, post-conflict)

25 This theory represents an adaptation of existing screening arguments from the international law literature
(Morrow 2007; Simmons 2010; von Stein 2005). In this context, ratification is an unintentional signal from third
parties.

26 Ratification of the Hague/Geneva Conventions may be a relatively low bar to identify states that care about
human rights. While most states pay some non-trivial ratification costs, for others the benefits of ratification
outweigh the costs, and states may ratify with insincere intentions. This suggests that ratification alone may be an
imperfect signal of the salience of civilian protection among third parties. This concern is mitigated somewhat by
the fact that we include the 1977 Protocols as the benchmark for ratification post-1977. The stricter standards
encompassed in the Protocols help mitigate problems of insincere ratification for signaling norm adoption to
combatant states.

27 We propose a coercion mechanism to explain combatant behavior, but cannot rule out the possibility that
interactions with ratifiers alter combatant behavior via socialization, or that combatants that care about civilian
protection simply trade and ally with states with similar views (i.e., homophily). Coercion, socialization and
homophily are not mutually exclusive explanations, and it is likely that all three exert some influence. However,
socialization is limited because it requires that actors change their preferences, which takes a considerable length
of time, and cannot easily account for consistent behavior following leadership changes (Hafner-Burton 2005).
We also make an effort to control for the confounding impact of homophily by controlling for a variety of
characteristics of the combatant state in the main analysis, and by including several controls that capture the
similarity between combatants and their network members in robustness checks (Appendix Table S2). Impor-
tantly, our trade and alliance network variables remain robust predictors of non-combatant targeting even after
the inclusion of these controls. Finally, secondary analyses presented in Appendix Tables S8–S12 provide
support for the coercion logic, finding that third-party ratifiers are more likely to punish combatant states that
target civilians during war by reducing trade and ending alliance ties.
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benefits or punishments. In contrast, third parties that lack these pre-existing network
ties are unlikely to have the necessary leverage to credibly threaten to alter pay-offs either
during or after conflict, and therefore will be unable to meaningfully influence combatant
behavior.28

In the context of war, allied support in the form of burden sharing, for instance,
can help combatants prevail by increasing their military capabilities and offsetting the human
and material costs of using force.29 Other types of support, such as access to bases, supply
routes, and strategic and tactical advice, can also provide combatants with an advantage in
war.30 Byman and Waxman argue, for instance, that using force requires support that is often
only available from regional allies.31 Likewise, maintaining alliance ties in the immediate post-
war period is also likely to be important to war combatants. States may be compromised
militarily in the aftermath of war, and may require the assistance of allies in case conflict
reignites.32

Trade partners can also influence the costs of war in several ways. First, research suggests
that third parties are more likely to intervene on behalf of combatant states when they are
economically interdependent with those states,33 suggesting that trade partners are a clear set of
actors whose support combatants are keen to maintain during war. More generally, states often
suffer significant economic loss and damage during conflict,34 and maintaining strong trade ties
may help them recover from wartime losses more quickly. Similarly, trade can help combatant
states compensate for the reallocation of resources away from consumer goods and towards the
war effort during conflict, and can provide the resources, equipment and other related services
necessary to wage war, such as arms transfers and other forms of military equipment.35 It is
therefore useful for combatants to maintain positive relations with trade partners to ensure that
they maintain these benefits during war.36 Finally, should combatant states behave in ways
that undermine their positive relationships with trade partners, they may face sanctions that cut
the flow of arms, decrease industrial output and diminish the available capital.37 Thus trade
partners have leverage over combatants and the opportunity to alter a combatant’s wartime and
post-war pay-offs for civilian targeting. They can, as a result, influence combatant behavior
towards civilian populations during war.

28 While it is possible that war combatants select into networks composed primarily of non-ratifiers so that
they have the flexibility to target civilians if necessary (i.e., that network membership is endogenous), this is
unlikely. States generally choose allies and trade partners for reasons unrelated to third-party beliefs about
civilian protection. States are likely to ally with states that can help them with deterrence or other security
concerns, while trade tries are likely forged based upon comparative advantage and maximizing economic gains.

29 Choi 2004; Reiter and Stam 2002; Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2010.
30 Byman and Waxman 2002.
31 Byman and Waxman 2002.
32 While a review of the large literature on conflict recurrence (e.g., Quackenbush and Venteicher 2008) is

beyond the scope of this article, we note that interstate conflict recurrence is not uncommon, and that subsequent
conflicts tend to be more hostile (Leng 1983). The rivalry literature finds that some states become trapped in
repeated conflicts (Diehl and Goertz 2001), again suggesting the importance of maintaining alliance support.

33 Papayoanou 1999.
34 Anderton and Carter 2001; Glick and Taylor 2010.
35 This relates closely to Powell’s (1993) guns versus butter argument. Maintaining strong trade ties during

war may help alleviate the pressures associated with moving resources away from consumer goods and towards
military production, as trade can compensate for shifting domestic production.

36 In many cases, this may mean restricting strategic targets and behavior during conflict, as many states,
including the United States, United Kingdom, France and Canada, require licensing authorities to consider the
human rights records of the arms recipient country (Yanik 2006).

37 Byman and Waman 2002.
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Based upon the above argument, we expect combatants whose allies/trade partners have ratified
the relevant conventions to be less likely to target non-combatants during war. Importantly,
however, most combatants’ networks include a combination of ratifiers and non-ratifiers.
Therefore, the overall ability of third parties to curb combatant civilian targeting in war likely
depends on the relative strength of ratifier third parties within existing networks. For alliance
networks, military strength is the important determinant of leverage, while in the context of trade
networks, the total volume of trade with ratifiers versus non-ratifiers is key. Thus, as ratifiers come
to control a greater proportion of total capabilities or total trade within a combatant’s networks,
these networks become ratifier dominated, and will be better able to induce behavior that protects
civilian populations during war.38

Empirical Implications

The theory developed above suggests that third parties can influence combatants’ treatment of
civilian populations if they have adopted the norms espoused in international humanitarian law
and if they are network members of the combatant, and thus have sufficient leverage to alter the
pay-offs for compliant versus non-compliant behavior. When third-party states regard civilian
protection norms as salient, they will be more likely to alter their policies towards the combatant
state, and when they have the ability to alter a combatant’s pay-offs, those policy changes are
likely to succeed.
The logic of this argument generates the following empirical implication: combatants will kill

fewer civilians in interstate war when they interact with third parties that have ratified the
relevant legal conventions and can impose costs for violations or provide benefits for
compliance through existing alliance or trade ties. As a result, the number of intentional civilian
deaths in interstate war is inversely related to the strength or influence of ratifiers within a
combatant’s alliance and trade networks.

HYPOTHESIS: A war combatant will intentionally target fewer non-combatants in war as the relative
influence of ratifier third parties within its alliance and trade networks increases.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND MEASUREMENT

We test our theoretical argument using the Valentino et al. dataset on interstate wars from
1900–2003.39 The dataset includes all wars with at least two independent states that result in a
minimum of 1,000 conflict-related fatalities in a period of twelve or fewer months during the
course of the conflict.40 The unit of analysis in our study is the war combatant. Dyadic wars
always have two observations, one for each state, while two different criteria are used to code
the relevant participants in multilateral wars in the Valentino et al. data: each combatant is
included separately when there is little or no policy co-ordination among the disputants
(for example, different fronts in World War II), while states are aggregated into a single

38 The combatant’s military strength relative to its network may also affect the network’s ability to influence
combatant behavior, as stronger combatants may be less reliant on third parties for military success. While we
expect even the strongest combatants to benefit from third-party support, we account for potential variation in
combatant susceptibility by interacting our network variables with the relative strength of the combatant. The
interaction term is not significant, indicating that our key variables are not conditional on the combatant’s
military capabilities.

39 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006.
40 The conflict must involve at least one hundred military fatalities on each side.
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observation when there is extensive policy coordination, such as a unified command
structure under a single state’s control (for example, the 1991 Gulf War).41 These coding
rules generate a total of 148 war participants (that is, observations) across the eighty wars
in the dataset.42

Response Variable

The response variable is the number of non-combatants (that is, civilians) intentionally killed by
each combatant during the course of a war, as coded by Valentino et al. A non-combatant is
defined as ‘any unarmed person who is not a member of a professional group or guerilla military
group and who does not actively participate in hostilities by intending to cause physical harm to
enemy personnel or property’.43 Non-combatant deaths are coded as intentional if the combatant
state (1) directly, purposefully targets civilians for death or (2) indirectly targets civilians
through coercive policies expected to result in widespread non-combatant death, such as forced
relocations, starvation blockades or the intentional destruction of food/water supplies. Excluded
from this measure are civilian deaths that are the unintentional consequence of fighting. For
example, civilians killed because they were caught in the crossfire are excluded, as are deaths
that result from disease, malnutrition, or starvation caused by the breakdown of social programs
and economic production during war. Also excluded are deaths that result from the
unauthorized or rogue behavior of low-level commanders or individual soldiers.44 This
measure is appropriate for the current project, as third-party states that value humanitarian law
are likely to disapprove of policies that intentionally put civilians at risk, even if those civilians
are targeted only indirectly.45

In the data, the average number of non-combatants killed is 125,673. The minimum is zero,
and the maximum is 5,000,000 (Germany, Eastern Front, World War II). The data are thus
skewed; we log the response variable to account for this in the primary analysis below, and we
create a four-category variable in the Appendix to further address any concerns about the
influence of outliers. The results are consistent with those presented below.

Explanatory Variables of Theoretical Interest

Our key explanatory variables capture the extent to which a combatant state anticipates the
imposition of costs/benefits for targeting versus protecting civilians during war. As discussed
above, combatant states will have a high expectation of third-party reactions when they interact
with relatively strong ratifier states in their alliance and trade networks. To measure this
expectation, we generate two variables that capture the strength of ratifiers within alliance and
trade networks, respectively.

41 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006.
42 When a combatant involves a coalition of multiple states, the alliance and trade networks, as well as

combatant-level characteristics, are coded for the coalition’s lead state, as determined by Valentino, Huth, and
Croco (2006). Our results are robust to the exclusion of these coalition cases (Appendix Table S5).

43 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006, 359.
44 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006.
45 It is important to acknowledge the limitations of these data. For instance, they cannot distinguish between

civilian deaths that occurred via direct targeting and those that occurred indirectly due to states’ coercive policies,
a potentially important distinction. Further, coding a precise number of civilian deaths in conflicts dating back to
the early twentieth century is difficult due to limited information. To account for the challenges in collecting data
on civilian targeting, Valentino et al. generate low and high estimates from the sources consulted and then use the
average. See Valentino, Huth, and Croco (2006) for a full discussion of the data collection procedures and
sources used.
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We use a three-step procedure to code the network variables: (1) identify the relevant set of
third parties, (2) distinguish between ratifier and non-ratifier network members and (3) calculate
the relative influence of ratifiers within each network. First, we identify all allies and trade
partners for each war combatant in the dataset using the Correlates of War (COW) Alliance
dataset46 and the COW National Trade data,47 respectively.
Secondly, we classify each network member (that is, ally or trade partner) as a ratifier or

non-ratifier. A third party is coded as a ratifier if it ratified the relevant treaty prohibiting the
intentional targeting of non-combatants before the onset of the war in question. Four treaties
cover the different time periods in our analysis: (1) the 1899 Hague Convention, (2) the 1907
Hague Convention, (3) the 1949 Geneva Convention and (4) the 1977 Additional Protocols to
the Geneva Convention. A third party state is coded as a ratifier if it ratified the 1899 Hague
Convention for the period between 1899 and 1906, the 1907 Hague Convention for the
1907–1948 period, the 1949 Geneva Convention for the 1949–1976 period, or the 1977
Additional Protocols thereafter.48 All other states are coded as non-ratifiers.
After identifying network members and their ratification status, we calculate the relative

importance of ratifiers versus non-ratifiers within each network. For the alliance network
variable, we sum the military capabilities of all ratifiers within the network and generate a ratio
by dividing the network’s ratifier capabilities by the network’s total (ratifier and non-ratifier)
capabilities.49 This procedure generates a measure of the relative influence of ratifier states
within each combatant’s alliance network. For example, the alliance network variable equals 0.8
if ratifiers possess 80 per cent of the total military capabilities in the combatant’s alliance
network. War combatants with no relevant third parties (that is, no alliance partners) receive a
zero on this variable.
The trade network variable is constructed in a similar manner. We generate a ratio that

incorporates the relative influence of ratifier versus non-ratifier states in the network. To do this,
we calculate the total trade between the combatant and all ratifiers in the network, and divide by
the combatant’s total trade with all trade partners (ratifiers and non-ratifiers). This produces a
variable that measures the proportion of a combatant’s total trade that occurs with ratifiers, or
the relative importance of third-party ratifier states in each trade network. Values above 0.5
indicate that the majority of the combatant’s trade volume is with ratifier states, while values
below 0.5 indicate that the bulk of the combatant’s trade occurs with non-ratifier states.
The mean value for the alliance ratifier network variable is 0.47, while it is 0.57 for the trade

ratifier network variable. The minimum and maximum for both variables is 0 and 1,
respectively. We also observe interesting variation within wars. In the 1956 Suez Crisis, for
example, ratifiers held 34 per cent of Egypt’s alliance network’s capabilities, while controlling
49 per cent of capabilities within Israel, UK and France’s collective alliance network. In the first
Kashmir War, ratifiers in India’s trade network were responsible for 56 per cent of India’s total

46 Gibler and Sarkees 2004.
47 Barbieri, Keshk, and Pollins 2009.
48 As discussed earlier, accounting for the most recent legal conventions ensures that we consider as ratifiers

only states that have adopted the strictest legal standards. This helps restrict insincere ratifiers from our network
variables. We further address this issue in two robustness checks, presented in Appendix Table S1. First, we code
allies and trade partners as ratifiers only if they have ratified the relevant conventions and are part of the UN’s
Western European and Other group. Secondly, we code trade partners and allies as ratifiers only if they have
ratified the relevant conventions and themselves have strong human rights records (i.e., fall into the top
20 percent on the Fariss (2014) repression measure). These additional restrictions help ensure that we
capture only sincere ratifiers in our network measures. The results are robust to these alternative measures.

49 Singer, Bremer, and Stuckey 1972; Singer 1987.
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trade, while Pakistan’s ratifier trade partners controlled only 30 per cent of that state’s total
trade. Importantly, the correlation between the two network variables is 0.29, suggesting that
states’ trade and alliance networks are sufficiently different; the two variables are picking up on
two distinct sources of leverage.

Control Variables

We include a variety of control variables to account for conflict, combatant and adversary
characteristics that are likely to influence intentional civilian targeting during war. These
variables are included to control for alternative explanations for civilian targeting, allowing us
to better isolate the impact of our proposed coercion mechanism. However, a pared-down model
including a more limited set of controls is presented in Appendix Table S6, and the results
remain consistent.
First, we control for the combatant’s strategy using two variables that previous research

demonstrates are highly influential and consistent predictors of civilian targeting.50 The first of
these variables, Attrition, equals 1if the combatant engaged in attrition during the war, and 0
otherwise. Attrition is defined as a ‘strategy that seeks to wear down the adversary’s ability to
fight by destroying or capturing large portions of the adversary’s military forces in a large
number of large-scale battles’.51 Building on existing research, we expect states fighting wars of
attrition to target greater numbers of civilians. Targeting enemy civilians becomes a more
attractive strategic choice during costly wars of attrition, as it provides a way of coercing the
enemy to surrender without having to pay the high costs of defeating enemy forces militarily.52

Furthermore, civilian populations play a central role in supporting the war effort during wars of
attrition, and are therefore a more attractive target for the enemy, which can weaken its
opponent militarily without having to target military installations directly.53

The second strategy variable, Counterinsurgency, is coded 1 if the combatant
engaged in counterinsurgency during the war, and 0 otherwise. Counterinsurgency involves
an adversary using guerrilla tactics when the combatant formally controls all or most of the
territory where fighting occurs. It often involves the use of small, mobile fighting units and
population control tactics such as relocation away from guerrilla strongholds.54 We expect
counterinsurgency to generate more civilian deaths because targeting civilians in
counterinsurgency wars is a useful coercive tactic. Because guerrillas rely heavily upon the
civilian population for food, shelter, information and other support, targeting civilians is an easy
way for combatants to undermine the enemy’s war effort relatively cheaply and effectively.
Civilians are an easy target because they are immobile, difficult to conceal and are often left
unprotected.55

50 Downes 2006; Downes 2008; Fazal and Greene 2015; Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004;
Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006; Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2010.

51 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006, 362.
52 Downes 2006.
53 Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004.
54 See Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006.
55 Downes 2006; Kalyvas 2006; Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004; Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2010.

It is possible that the decision to target civilians leads states to adopt attrition or counterinsurgency strategies,
rather than the other way around. We cannot test this possibility directly because we lack time-varying infor-
mation on civilian deaths and the adoption of these strategies. Based upon previous studies, however, we believe
the direction of causality proposed here is most likely (Kalyvas 2006; Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004).
Given these variables’ strong, consistent impact on civilian deaths, it is important to include them in the analysis.
However, dropping them does not impact the results for the main variables of interest (Appendix Table S6).
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We also control for the combatant’s war aims. War Aims is coded 1 if the combatant seeks
either territorial conquest or regime change, and 0 otherwise. We expect combatants seeking
territorial conquest to target civilians strategically: eliminating potentially adversarial
populations reduces the risk that the conquering army will face rebellion in the future.56

Similarly, combatants seeking regime change are likely to target civilians because, like
territorial conquest, regime change represents an expansive war aim that opponents will fight
hard to avoid. Opposing governments will not easily give in to attempts to remove them from
power. Therefore, combatants seeking regime change may resort to civilian victimization as a
coercive measure to induce concessions at a lower cost.57

We control for the duration of the conflict with a variable, Duration, which equals the natural
log of the total length of the war in days. It is important to control for duration for two reasons.
First, protracted wars likely increase combatants’ desperation and willingness to target
enemy civilians as a way to end the war quickly and limit their own losses.58 Secondly, civilians
become more integral to the war effort in long wars, as the military relies more heavily upon the
population’s productive capacity to supply weapons, ammunition and food as war drags on.
Thus civilian populations become more strategically valuable targets as war duration
increases.59

Fifth, we include a measure of the fighting’s proximity to the combatant’s homeland territory.
This control, which comes from Valentino et al., is a dummy variable coded 1 if the ‘primary
ground theater of the conflict was located at least 1,500 miles from the combatant’s
homeland’.60 As the authors note, the location of fighting in relation to homeland territory is a
key determinant of civilian deaths, as it determines the level of access a combatant has to
adversary population centers. Combatants will have less access and kill fewer civilians when
they are farther from the theater of war, as force projection becomes more difficult over greater
distances. Distant wars are also likely to involve less crucial war aims, which makes civilian
targeting less likely.
We also control for the total number of military fatalities suffered by the combatant.

Following Valentino et al., military personnel include both professional and irregular troops that
are engaged in active combat.61 We log this variable to account for its skewed distribution. This
variable is expected to increase civilian deaths, as higher military fatalities suggest more
difficult wars, which, as previous research shows, are correlated with greater civilian deaths.62

We also include controls for combatant characteristics expected to influence the decision to
target non-combatants. First, we control for the combatant’s regime type using Polity data.63

Democracy equals 1 if the state receives a six or greater score on the polity scale, and 0
otherwise. While the literature is mixed on this, we expect more democratic states to kill fewer
civilians. It is also important to control for combatant regime type, because democratic
combatants might be more likely to ally/trade with other democracies, which, in turn, are more
likely to have ratified humanitarian law. Controlling for combatant democracy ensures that the
statistical results are not simply capturing the fact that democracies may be less likely to target
civilians and more likely to have ratifier allies/trade partners. Secondly, we account for the

56 Downes 2006; Downes 2008.
57 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006.
58 Downes 2008.
59 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006.
60 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2010, 538.
61 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2010.
62 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006.
63 Marshall and Jaggers 2004.
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direct impact of international law with a variable that equals 1 if the combatant is a Hague/
Geneva/Protocols ratifier, and 0 otherwise. A combatant receives a 1 on this variable if it ratified
the 1899 Hague Convention for the period between 1899 and 1906, the 1907 Hague Convention
for the 1907–1948 period, the 1949 Geneva Convention from 1949 to 1976, and the 1977
protocols thereafter.64

Thirdly, we control for the combatant’s trade openness using data on total imports plus
exports.65 More economically open states are expected to kill fewer civilians because they will
suffer greater consequences than less economically open states if trade partners reduce or stop
trading with them as a result of their targeting non-combatants. Fourthly, we control for whether
the war combatant has (1) a major power ratifier ally or (2) a major power ratifier trade partner.
We include these two controls to ensure that our main variables are not simply capturing the
effect of major power third parties pressuring their combatant allies/trade partners to avoid
escalating conflicts and dragging them into the fight. These variables equal 1 if the combatant
has at least one major power ratifier ally or trade partner, respectively.66

Finally, we control for adversary characteristics that are likely to impact non-combatant
targeting in war.67 First, we include a measure of the adversary’s total population. We log this
variable due to its skewed distribution. We also include an adversary regime-type variable that
equals 1 if the adversary receivers a six or greater on the net-Polity scale. We also include two
additional variables that account for the relationship between combatants. The first is a measure
of relative military capabilities from Valentino et al.68 We expect combatants who are relatively
more powerful than their adversaries to kill greater numbers of civilians, all else equal, as they
are (1) more capable of targeting their opponent’s population and (2) less likely to face
retaliation in kind from a relatively weak adversary.69 This variable is measured as the
combatant’s share of the total capabilities of all combatants in the war, and is derived from data
on military personnel, military expenditures and the quality ratio (expenditures per personnel).70

Secondly, based on recent research, we include an identity variable that equals 1 if the
combatant is a European state and the adversary is a non-European state, as European
combatants are more likely to kill non-European than European civilians.71 Combatants are

64 It is possible that the influence of third-party networks is conditional upon the combatant state’s own treaty
ratification status. Substantively speaking, combatants may only bow to network pressure to protect civilians if
they themselves are ratifiers and therefore have a legal obligation to do so. Appendix Table S4 tests this
possibility by interacting the combatant’s ratification status with the network variables. As the results demon-
strate, the impact of third-party networks is not dependent upon whether the combatant state is itself a ratifier.
Thus our unconditional argument holds: third-party ratifiers are able to influence the behavior of their alliance/
trade partners, even if those partners have not ratified the relevant treaties.

65 Barbieri, Keshk, and Pollins 2009.
66 As a robustness check, we also control for whether the adversary has an alliance or trades with a major

power ratifier (Appendix Table S6). The results are also robust if we control for the combatant having any major
power ally/trade partner, regardless of its ratifier status (Appendix Table S3).

67 As a robustness check, we include variables that proxy for the adversary’s strategic context (i.e., attrition,
counterinsurgency, war aims). These variables produce mixed results, and our key finding remains robust
(Appendix Table S6).

68 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006.
69 Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006.
70 Specifically, this variable is created using data on personnel, expenditures and the quality ratio two years

prior to the war’s onset. Three ratios are created by dividing the combatant’s score on each measure by the
summed total for all combatants in the war on that measure. Ratios are discounted for distance between civilian
populations, and the final variable is the average of the three resulting ratios. Higher values indicate a greater
share of capabilities, and therefore greater relative strength.

71 Fazal and Greene 2015.
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coded as European if they ‘participated in the initial codification of the law of war in the late
nineteenth century and […] were generally perceived by European states as members of the
European community at the time of codification’.72

EMPIRICAL RESULTS

We use ordinary least squares (OLS) with robust standard errors clustered on the conflict to
estimate our models. We also take the natural log of our response variable to account
for its skewed distribution.73 The results of the primary analysis are presented in Table 1, while
Table 2 presents expected values and first differences to show the substantive impact of our
results and to allow us to compare our findings with other explanations for civilian targeting.
The results presented in Table 1 provide strong support for our theoretical argument. First, the

coefficient estimate on the alliance network variable is negative and statistically significant.
Consistent with our theoretical argument, this indicates that a combatant is less likely to
intentionally target non-combatants in war as the strength of ratifiers in its alliance network
increases. The first differences and percentage changes can be found in Table 2.74 As expected,
we find strong substantive support for our argument. When ratifier allies are weak (network

TABLE 1 Determinants of Civilian Killing in Interstate Wars, 1900–2003

Coefficient estimate Standard errors

Alliance Ratifier Network −1.659** (0.815)
Trade Ratifier Network −2.570** (1.266)
Attrition 1.661* (0.854)
Counterinsurgency 2.973** (1.211)
War Aims 3.160*** (0.806)
Duration 0.485* (0.272)
Relative Capabilities 2.826** (1.415)
Adversary Population 0.405* (0.214)
Treaty Status 0.967 (1.009)
Regime Type 1.123 (1.129)
Military Fatalities 0.330* (0.188)
Adversary Regime Type 1.243 (0.859)
Major Power Ratifier Ally 1.129 (0.900)
Major Power Ratifier Trade Partner 0.571 (0.903)
Distance −2.042* (1.067)
Trade 0.0945 (0.145)
European Identity 0.717 (0.949)
Constant −11.03*** (3.638)

Note: n= 148. Robust standard errors in parentheses, clustered on war *p< 0.10,
**p< 0.05, ***p< 0.01

72 Fazal and Greene 2015, 837.
73 We follow Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006 and use OLS because the dependent variable violates two key

assumptions of event count estimators. Specifically, these models require that outcomes are binary (i.e., that each
death is independent of all others) and that observation periods are of equal lengths. Targeting data violate the
first assumption because multiple deaths can occur at the same time, and violate the second because wars vary
dramatically in length (two days to 3,375 days in our data).

74 To compute the post-estimation results, we move all interval-level variables from the 20th to the 80th

percentile and binary variables from 0 to 1. All other variables are held at observed values. Because our
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variable at 20th percentile), a war participant kills an average of 992 non-combatants, while it
only targets, on average, 244 civilians when ratifier allies are strong (network variable at 80th
percentile). Thus a war participant allied with strong ratifiers kills 75 per cent fewer civilians
than a combatant whose alliance network is dominated by non-ratifiers.
As Table 1 indicates, the trade network variable also has a meaningful impact on the behavior

of war participants; the coefficient estimate for the strength of ratifiers in the trade network is
negative and statistically significant. Thus a war participant kills fewer non-combatants as the
influence of ratifiers within its trade network increases. The substantive effects provide further
support for the influence of trade networks (Table 2). When a combatant’s trade network is not
dominated by ratifiers (variable at 20th percentile), it intentionally kills an average of 1,808 non-
combatants in war. In contrast, a war participant kills an average of only 330 non-combatants
when ratifiers dominate its trade network (variable at 80th percentile), an 82 per cent reduction.
Comparing these results to leading explanations for civilian targeting, the substantive results

for significant control variables in Table 3 show that, as expected, strategy (attrition and
counterinsurgency), war aims, duration, military capabilities, adversary population and military
fatalities significantly increase the number of civilian deaths. Moving from low to high values
on these variables increases the number of civilians intentionally killed by 203, 6,269, 4,247,
575, 915, 716 and 1,488, respectively. The number of intentional civilian fatalities decreases by
575 deaths when we move the distance variable from low to high. Importantly, these results
suggest that the influence of third parties is non-trivial in comparison to leading determinants of
civilian targeting. The alliance and trade network variables have substantive effects on par with
many of these controls.
Overall, these results provide strong support for our theoretical expectations. The relative

strength of ratifiers among a combatant’s allies and trade partners is both a statistically
significant and substantively meaningful predictor of intentional civilian deaths. In the
Appendix, we estimate several robustness checks that provide further support for these findings.
Specifically, our results are consistent when we recode our network variables to focus more
explicitly on ‘sincere ratifiers’ (Appendix Table S1), when we include additional controls to
account for similarity between combatants and their network members (Appendix Table S2),

TABLE 2 Substantive Results for Network Variables

Expected values

Alliance Ratifier Network
Low (20th percentile) 992
High (80th percentile) 244
First Difference −748 (−255, −2,095)
% Change −75 per cent
Trade Ratifier Network
Low (20th percentile) 1,808
High (80th percentile) 330
First Difference −1,478 (−183, −4,619)
% Change −82 per cent

Note: 95 per cent confidence intervals presented for first differences.

(F’note continued)

dependent variable is logged, we exponentiate it when calculating post-estimation values. We add a small
constant to help minimize any bias that may result from the transformation process.
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when we restrict our sample to combatants without major power ratifier allies (Appendix
Table S3) or to only difficult wars (Appendix Table S3), when we account for potential
conditional effects of network influence (Appendix Table S4), when we drop coalition wars and
occupations (Appendix Table S5), when we add controls for the United States and post-1945 as
well as when we run a more parsimonious model (Appendix Table S6), when we recode
our dependent variable as a categorical variable to address the potential influence of outliers
(Appendix Table S7), and when we compare the influence of in-network ratifiers to

TABLE 3 Substantive Results for Control Variables

Expected values

Attrition
No 200
Yes 403
First Difference 203 (240, −2,488)
% Change 101 per cent
COIN
No 365
Yes 6,634
First Difference 6,269 (663, 59,139)
% Change 1,717 per cent
War Aims
Low 200
High 4,447
First Difference 4,247 (1,257, 15,871)
% Change 2,119 per cent
Duration
Low (20th percentile) 90
High (80th percentile) 665
First Difference 575 (284, 878)
% Change 639 per cent
Military Capabilities
Low (20th percentile) 181
High (80th percentile) 1,096
First Difference 915 (298, 2,436)
% Change 504 per cent
Adversary Population
Low (20th percentile) 181
High (80th percentile) 897
First Difference 716 (319, 1,606)
% Change 395 per cent
Distance
Low 665
High 90
First Difference −575 (−285, −935)
% Change −86 per cent
Military Fatalities
Low (20th percentile) 148
High (80th percentile) 1,636
First Difference 1,488 (−289, 7,501)
% Change 1003 per cent

Note: 95 per cent confidence intervals presented for first differences.
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out-of-network ratifiers (Appendix Table S7). A full discussion of these additional tests is
available in the Appendix.
Importantly, we also include tests of the underlying mechanism in Appendix Tables S8–S12.

These secondary models test the underlying argument that third-party ratifiers are more likely
than non-ratifiers to punish combatants for targeting civilians in war. In Appendix Tables S8
and S10, we find that increasing non-combatant deaths significantly decreases trade volume
with ratifier trade partners, while also significantly increasing the likelihood of alliance
termination with ratifier allies. The number of civilian deaths, however, has no impact on trade
volume or alliance duration with non-ratifiers. These results suggest, as expected, that
combatants pay an economic and military price for intentionally targeting civilians when their
network partners are ratifiers.

Illustrative Cases

This section supplements the findings from our statistical analysis with a brief overview of cases
that help illustrate the logic of the argument. It is important to note that while the evidence
presented below is suggestive, we cannot rule out the possibility that the pattern of behavior
observed is not strictly due to third parties’ desire to uphold humanitarian law.75 Further, we do not
intend to imply with these examples that the risk to civilian populations is the only factor
influencing combatant or third-party behavior. Wartime decisions are complex and likely
influenced by a number of strategic concerns, including (but not limited to) the impact on civilians.
The Ethiopia–Eritrea border war of 1998–2000 provides a clear illustration of the power of

trade partners in curbing combatant behavior during war. Just weeks after the conflict began in
May 1998, Eritrea and Ethiopia began exchanging air strikes, each attacking airports and
surrounding areas in the other country. A 5 June attack by Eritrea included the dropping of
cluster bombs on civilians near an elementary school in Mekele, with Ethiopia claiming sixty
civilians died in the attack.76 This was followed, days later, by an Eritrean air assault on the
Ethiopian town of Adigrat in which four civilians were killed and another thirty wounded. An
Eritrean helicopter gunship also destroyed an emergency food warehouse. With tens of
thousands of refugees flooding Adigrat at this time, the loss of this emergency relief threatened
additional civilian lives.77 Estimates at the time put the civilian death toll from these bombing
raids, in just the first weeks of fighting, at over fifty Ethiopians and Eritreans.78

Just three days after the aerial bombardment of Adigrat, emissaries from Italy, in conjunction
with US President Clinton, brokered a moratorium on airstrikes or the threat of airstrikes in the
Ethiopia–Eritrea conflict.79 Italian envoy Rino Serri shuttled back and forth between the two
capitals in order to reach this deal, and Clinton spoke with the leaders of both countries.80 A
statement from the White House highlighted that the agreement would ‘limit the risk’ to
civilians’,81 while Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs, Susan Rice, stressed that it
was ‘in accordance with International Law’.82

75 It is difficult to find direct statements from leaders in combatant or network-member countries indicating
why they made the strategic decisions they did, so we cannot definitively attribute policy decisions to concern
over humanitarian law.

76 Murphy, Kidane, and Snider 2013, 18.
77 Daniszewski 1998.
78 Wright 1998.
79 Murphy, Kidane, and Snider 2013.
80 Wright 1998.
81 Wright 1998.
82 Rice 1999.

Intentional Targeting of Civilians in War 1469

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123417000175 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123417000175


Importantly, both Italy and the United States were important trade partners for Ethiopia and
Eritrea when this deal was struck. They were Ethiopia’s fourth- and fifth-largest trade partners,
respectively, and Eritrea’s second- and fifth-largest trade partners, respectively, constituting
16 per cent of Eritrea’s total trade and a full quarter (25 per cent) of Ethiopia’s.83 Accordingly, the
pressure exerted by Italy and the United States as highly influential trade network members for
both combatants successfully limited the civilian costs of the Ethiopia–Eritrea border war.
A US Institute of Peace report suggests that had third parties not intervened to curtail the airstrikes,
the conflict could have expanded substantially, with significantly more loss of civilian life.84

The War of Attrition between Israel and the Arab states, and surrounding military
engagements, provides additional evidence supporting the logic of our argument. During the
1950s reprisal operations, Israel launched a series of disproportional attacks in retaliation for
terrorist incidents coming from Jordan. The vast majority of those killed during the early years
were unarmed civilians traveling around the border areas who fell victim to landmines or Israeli
Defence Forces (IDF) gunfire. On 12 October 1953, a grenade was thrown into a Tel Aviv
house, killing one woman and two children. In retaliation, the IDF sent a special commando unit
named Unit 101, led by Ariel Sharon, into the border village of Qibya; sixty of the town’s
inhabitants were killed during this incursion. The Qibya operation sparked a wave of
international condemnation. The United States suspended economic aid to Israel, and the UN
Security Council condemned Israel in the ‘strongest’ terms. In response, the IDF switched from
civilian to military targets, resulting in a steep decline in civilian casualties and Western
denunciation of Israel’s disproportionate reprisals shortly thereafter.85

Similar events were replayed nearly two decades later during the War of Attrition between
Israel and Egypt. Initially, Israel’s confidence in America’s support of its campaign was
reflected in Israeli Ambassador Yitzak Rabin’s statement that one ‘would have to be blind, deaf
and dumb not to sense how much the [American] administration favors our military
operations’.86 However, less than year later, in February 1970, rising civilian casualties
alienated the United States. After seventy civilians were killed and another fifty injured in a
bombing at al-Khanka, only about ten miles north of Cairo, Ambassador Rabin was summoned
to the State Department to hear of Washington’s stern disapproval of Israel’s deep penetration
bombings. In March of that year, feeling that the operation was now unwise, the United States
postponed its sale of military hardware to Israel. This case thus highlights the very tangible
costs incurred when combatant states engage in military operations that alienate important
ratifier network members.87

83 Furthermore, the main arbitrator, Italy, was a ratifier of the 1977 Protocols, thus signaling its strong interest
in protecting civilian life. While the United States was not a Protocols ratifier, the joint effort by both countries
likely signaled that the United States had adopted a strong civilian protection stance. Furthermore, US objections
to the 1977 Protocols relate to provisions on national liberation wars and the legal position of rebels groups, not
civilian protection. In fact, President Reagan reaffirmed the United States’ dedication to civilian protection even
while rejecting the treaty, saying, ‘The United States has traditionally been in the forefront of efforts to codify
and improve the international rules of humanitarian law in armed conflict, with the objective of giving the
greatest possible protection to victims of such conflicts’ (US President 1987, III). He further noted that his
objection was over the provision that would ‘grant combatant status to irregular forces even if they do not satisfy
the traditional requirements to distinguish themselves from the civilian population and otherwise comply with the
laws of war. This would endanger civilians among whom terrorists and other irregulars attempt to conceal
themselves’ (US President 1987, IV).

84 Prendergast 2001.
85 Morris 2001, 277–9.
86 Morris 2001, 351.
87 The United States–Italy trade relationship constituted nearly 30 percent of Israel’s total trade at this time.
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Finally, even in the Suez Crisis, where US pressure on the United Kingdom, France and
Israel was primarily over avoiding drawing the United States into the fight and preventing
increased Soviet influence in the Arab world, some scholars note that concern over civilian lives
played a role. France and Britain were cautious to avoid targeting civilians during the crisis.
Early on, Britain diverted bombers away from Cairo, fearing that civilians might be killed in the
process.88 Nasser capitalized on this reticence by proclaiming the crisis a ‘people’s war’, and
had the armed forces don civilian clothing. This deterred the British and French from bombing
out of fear of alienating both their publics and the international community.89 President
Eisenhower directly cautioned British Prime Minister Anthony Eden against ‘sending British
troops into heavy concentrations of civilian population’.90 Although the United States certainly
had other reasons for opposing the invasion, this suggests the European states involved
attempted to minimize civilian casualties, at least in part, out of fear of alienating their major
ratifier ally, the United States.91

CONCLUSION

This article proposed a theoretical framework to explain how third-party states reduce the
intentional targeting of civilians in war. We posited that combatants kill fewer civilians when
they expect third parties to punish them for doing so, and that third-party states are more likely
to act when they have both the willingness and the opportunity to influence combatant behavior.
We thus hypothesized that war combatants kill fewer non-combatants in interstate wars when
they interact with influential allies and trade partners that have ratified the relevant treaties, and
tested our argument on a dataset of interstate wars from 1900–2003. Across a range of statistical
analyses, we found strong support for our theoretical argument. Increasing the military/
economic influence of ratifiers within a combatant’s alliance and trade networks significantly
decreases the number of civilians killed by that combatant during interstate war.
Our article makes several important theoretical and empirical contributions. First, we show

that third parties can serve as an important constraint on war combatants’ treatment of civilian
populations. We thus identify a novel determinant of behavior towards civilians in war.
Secondly, we identify a new indirect role for international humanitarian law by focusing on how
it shapes the behavior of third-party actors. This result is especially consequential, given that it
expands upon traditional, narrow conceptions of the law’s influence as primarily via traditional
compliance or reciprocity mechanisms. Finally, our theoretical argument also has important
implications for scholars studying international influence on foreign policy decisions more
generally. Our argument on the conditions under which third parties will intervene can easily be
applied to other areas of world politics beyond our interest in international humanitarian law.
Our findings also suggest several avenues for future research. First, third-party ratifiers might

influence combatant compliance with other laws of war beyond civilian protection. Are
combatants less likely to violate laws on chemical weapons or treatment of prisoners of war, for
instance, when they interact with influential ratifiers of these legal obligations? Secondly, there
are likely many other determinants of third-party behavior. This article focuses on normative
considerations, but security and economic concerns are also likely to influence third-party

88 Varble 2003, 53; Pearson 2003, 158.
89 Varble 2003, 88.
90 Kingseed 1995, 120.
91 The United States was a strong ally of Britain and France during the Suez Crisis, accounting for 40 per cent

and 38 per cent, respectively, of capabilities within each of their alliance networks.
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involvement in constraining war participants. In particular, the desire to avoid being drawn into
the war via escalation, as noted in our discussion of the Suez Crisis, is likely to impact third-
party behavior.
Finally, while this study pertains to intentional targeting in interstate war, the findings may

have implications for unintentional targeting and combatant behavior in other types of conflicts,
such as civil war. The 2003 Iraq War, for example, shows how third-party allies can force
combatants to modify their war plans to limit civilian deaths resulting from collateral damage.92

US plans to employ overwhelming force to compel an immediate Iraqi surrender at the outset of
the war were hindered by international opinion, as Britain vetoed several questionable targets
scheduled to be bombed during the initial air campaign. Evidence indicates that Washington’s
key coalition partner forced the United States to alter its ‘Shock and Awe’ strategy due in part to
concerns about the response from the international community; the United States ultimately
halved its initial air campaign against Iraq.93 Third parties may also be able to constrain
governments and rebel groups from targeting civilians during civil conflict. For example,
according to a recent report in the New York Times, the US Government prohibited Israel from
sending US-made Cobra helicopters to the Nigerian Government because Washington was
concerned that Nigerian attacks on Boko Haram resulted in excessive civilian casualties.94

Ultimately, these examples suggest that future research should examine networks’ influence
upon a variety of behaviors across multiple types of conflict.

REFERENCES

Anderton, Charles H., and John R. Carter. 2001. The Impact of War on Trade: An Interrupted
Times-series Study. Journal of Peace Research 38:445–57.

Appel, Benjamin; Alyssa, Prorok. 2017. “Replication Data for: Third Party Actors and the Intentional
Targeting of Civilians in War”, https://dx.doi.org/10.7910/DVN/AQCDSB, Harvard Dataverse, V1,
UNF:6:Bz4lBiAb8wRiLmtJXyYu5g==.

Barbieri, Katherine, Omar M. G. Keshk, and Brian Pollins. 2009. TRADING DATA: Evaluating our
Assumptions and Coding Rules. Conflict Management and Peace Science 26:471–91.

Blanke, Laurue, and Gregory Noone. 2013. International Law and Armed Conflict: Fundamental
Principles and Contemporary Challenges in the Law of War. New York: Wolters Kluwer Law and
Business.

Byman, Daniel, and Matthew Waxman. 2002. The Dynamics of Coercion: American Foreign Policy and
the Limits of Military Might. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Choi, Ajin. 2004. Democratic Synergy and Victory in War, 1816–1992. International Studies Quarterly
48:663–82.

Daniszewski, John. 1998. Ethiopians Displaced by Fighting Inundate Town. Los Angeles Times, 20 June.
Available at http://articles.latimes.com/1998/jun/20/news/mn-61844, accessed 19 January 2015.

Diehl, Paul F., and Gary Goertz. 2001. War and Peace in International Rivalry. Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press.

Downes, Alexander. 2006. Desperate Times, Desperate Measures: The Causes of Civilian Victimization in
War. International Security 30:152–95.

——. 2008. Targeting Civilians in War. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

92 Based on the proportionality principle, it is unlawful to use force that results in ‘excessive’ collateral
damage, such as civilian loss of life (Blanke and Noone 2013, 51).

93 Daily Times, 3 May 2003. http://www.dailytimes.com.pk/default.asp?page=story_3-5-2003_pg4_1; The
Guardian, 11 June 2003. Available from http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2003/jun/12/iraq.world.

94 New York Times, 26 January 2016. Available from http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/25/world/rifts-
between-us-and-nigeria-impeding-fight-against-boko-haram.html?_r=0.

1472 APPEL AND PROROK

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123417000175 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://articles.latimes.com/1998/jun/20/news/mn-61844
http://www.dailytimes.com.pk/default.asp?page=story_3-5-2003_pg4_1
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2003/jun/12/iraq.world
http://www.nytimes.com/2015�/�01/25/world/rifts-between-us-and-nigeria-impeding-fight-against-boko-haram.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2015�/�01/25/world/rifts-between-us-and-nigeria-impeding-fight-against-boko-haram.html?_r=0
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123417000175


Downs, W. George, David M. Rocke, and Peter N. Barsoom. 1996. Is the Good News about Compliance
Good News for Cooperation? International Organization 50:379–406.

Fariss, Christopher J. 2014. Respect for Human Rights has Improved Over Time: Modeling the Changing
Standard of Accountability. American Political Science Review 108 (2):297–318.

Fazal, Tanisha. M., and Greene, Brooke. C. 2015. A Particular Difference: European Identity and Civilian
Targeting. British Journal of Political Science 45:829–51.

Finnemore, M., and Sikkink, K. 1998. International Norm Dynamics and Political Change. International
Organization 52:887–917.

Gibler, Douglas M., and Meredith Sarkees. 2004. Measuring Alliances: The Correlates of War Formal
Interstate Alliance Data Set, 1816–2000. Journal of Peace Research 41:211–22.

Glick, Reuven, and Alan M. Taylor. 2010. Collateral Damage: Trade Disruption and the Economic
Impact of War. The Review of Economics and Statistics 92:102–27.

Goodliffe, Jay, and Darren Hawkins. 2009. A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to Rome: Explaining
International Criminal Court Negotiations. Journal of Politics 71:977–97.

Goodliffe, Jay, Darren Hawkins, Christine Horne, and Daniel Nielson. 2012. Dependence Networks and
the International Criminal Court. International Studies Quarterly 56:131–47.

Greenhill, Brian. 2010. The Company You Keep: International Socialization and the Diffusion of Human
Rights Norms. International Studies Quarterly 54 (1):127–45.

Hafner-Burton, Emilie. 2005. Trading Human Rights: How Preferential Trading Agreements Influence
Government Repression. International Organization 59:593–629.

Kadera, Kelly M., Mark J. C. Crescenzi, and Megan Shannon. 2003. Democratic Survival, Peace, and War
in the International System. American Journal of Political Science 47:234–47.

Kalyvas, Stathis N. 2006. The Logic of Violence in Civil War. New York and Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Kingseed, Cole. 1995. Eisenhower and the Suez Crisis of 1956. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press.
Leng, Russell J. 1983. When Will They Ever Learn? Coercive Bargaining in Recurrent Crises. Journal of

Conflict Resolution 27:379–4.
Marshall, Monty G., and Keith Jaggers. 2004. Polity IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and

Transitions, 1800–2002. Dataset Manual. College Park, MD: Center for International Development
and Conflict.

Martin, Lisa L. 2000. Democratic Commitments: Legislatures and International Cooperation. Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press.

Mitchell, Sara McLaughlin. 2002. A Kantian System? Democracy and Third Party Conflict Resolution.
American Journal of Political Science 46:749–59.

Mitchell, Sara McLaughlin, Kelly M. Kadera, and Mark J. C. Crescenzi. 2008. Practicing Democratic
Community Norms: Third Party Conflict Management and Successful Settlements. In International
Conflict Mediation: New Approaches and Findings, edited by Jacob Bercovitch and Scott Sigmund
Gartner, 243–64. New York: Routledge.

Morris, Benny. 2001. Righteous Victims: A History of the Zionist-Arab Conflict, 1881–2001. New York:
Vintage Books.

Morrow, James. 2007. When Do States Follow the Laws of War? American Political Science Review
101:559–72.

Murphy, Sean D., Won Kidane, and Thomas R. Snider. 2013. Litigating War: Mass Civil Injury and the
Eritrea–Ethiopia Claims Commission. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Papayoanou, Paul A. 1999. Power Ties: Economic Interdependence, Balancing, and War. Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press.

Pearson, Jonathan. 2003. Sir Anthony Eden and the Suez Crisis: Reluctant Gamble. New York: Palgrave.
Pevehouse, Jon, and Bruce Russett. 2006. Democratic International Governmental Organizations

Promote Peace. International Organization 60:969–1000.
Powell, Robert. 1993. Guns, Butter, and Anarchy. American Political Science Review 87:15–132.
Prendergast, John. 2001. U.S. Leadership in Resolving African Conflict: The Case of Ethiopia-Eritrea.

Washington, DC: US Institute of Peace.

Intentional Targeting of Civilians in War 1473

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123417000175 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123417000175


Prorok, Alyssa, and Benjamin Appel. 2014. Compliance with International Humanitarian Law: Democratic
Third Parties and Civilian Targeting in Interstate War. Journal of Conflict Resolution 58:713–40.

Quackenbush, Stephen L., and Jerome F. Venteicher. 2008. Settlements, Outcomes, and the Recurrence of
Conflict. Journal of Peace Research 45:723–42.

Reiter, Dan., and Allan C. Stam III. 2002. Democracies at War. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Rice, Susan. 1999. The Ethiopian-Eritrean War: U.S. Policy Options. Washington, DC: US Department of

State.
Simmons, Beth A. 2010. Treaty Compliance and Violation. Annual Review of Political Science 13:273–96.
Simmons, Beth A., and Daniel Hopkins. 2005. The Constraining Power of International Treaties: Theory

and Methods. American Political Science Review 99:623–31.
Singer, J. David. 1987. Reconstructing the Correlates of War Dataset on Material Capabilities of States,

1816–1985 v3.02. International Interactions 14:115–32.
Singer, J, David, Stuart A, Bremer, and John Stuckey. 1972. Capability Distribution, Uncertainty, and

Major Power War, 1820–1965. In Peace, War, and Numbers, edited by Bruce Russett, 19–48.
Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Thompson, Alexander. 2009. Channels of Power: The UN Security Council and U.S. Statecraft in Iraq.
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

US President. Protocol II Additional to the 1949 Geneva Conventions, and Relating to the Protection of
Victims of Noninternational Armed Conflicts: Message from the President of the United States
Transmitting the Protocol II … Concluded at Geneva on June 10, 1977. 100th Cong., 1st sess.,
1987. S. Treaty Doc. 100-2. Available from https://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/Military_Law/pdf/protocol-
II-100-2.pdf.

Valentino, Benjamin, Paul K. Huth, and Dylan Balch-Lindsay. 2004. Draining the Sea: Mass Killing and
Guerrilla Warfare. International Organization 58:375–407.

Valentino, Benjamin, Paul K. Huth, and Sarah E. Croco. 2006. Covenants Without the Sword International
Law and the Protection of Civilians in Times of War. World Politics 58:339–77.

Valentino, Benjamin A., Paul K. Huth, and Sarah E. Croco. 2010. Bear Any Burden? How Democracies
Minimize the Costs of War. The Journal of Politics 72:528.

Varble, Derek. 2003. The Suez Crisis. Oxford: Osprey.
Von Stein, Jana. 2005. Do Treaties Constrain or Screen? Selection Bias and Treaty Compliance. American

Political Science Review 99:611–22.
Wright, Robin. 1998. Eritrea, Ethiopia Accept U.S. Proposal to Halt Airstrikes Immediately. Los Angeles

Times, 15 June. Available from http://articles.latimes.com/1998/jun/15/news/mn-60124, accessed
19 January 2015.

Yanik, Lerna. 2006. Guns and Human Rights: Major Powers, Global Arms Transfers, and Human Rights
Violations. Human Rights Quarterly 28:357–88.

1474 APPEL AND PROROK

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123417000175 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/Military_Law/pdf/protocol-II�-�100-2.pdf
https://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/Military_Law/pdf/protocol-II�-�100-2.pdf
http://articles.latimes.com/1998/jun/15/news/mn-60124
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123417000175

	Third-Party Actors and the Intentional Targeting of Civilians�in War
	THIRD-PARTY INFLUENCE ON STATE BEHAVIOR
	THIRD PARTIES AND THE EFFECTIVENESS OF INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW
	Third-party Treaty Ratification as a Signal of Norm Salience&#x002F;Adoption
	Power, Leverage and Network Ties
	Empirical Implications

	RESEARCH DESIGN AND MEASUREMENT
	Response Variable
	Explanatory Variables of Theoretical Interest
	Control Variables

	EMPIRICAL RESULTS
	Illustrative Cases

	CONCLUSION
	1Downes 2006; Downes 2008; Morrow 2007; Valentino, Huth, and Balch-Lindsay 2004; Valentino, Huth, and Croco 2006.2Goodliffe et�al. 2012; Greenhill 2010; Kadera, Crescenzi, and Shannon 2003; Mitchell 2002; Mitchell, Kadera, and Crescenzi 2008; Pevehouse an
	References


