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1. Introduction 
Targeting of civilians in armed conflict is not only a highly unethical act, it is also an illegal 

act according to International Humanitarian Law. Yet, civilians do often become subjected to 

brutal acts of violence in wartime. In the last five years the war in Syria has caused almost 

half a million deaths, among which 200,000 are civilians. Of these deaths the government is 

responsible for 95% (Syrian Network for Human Rights: 2016). In Nigeria, the rebel group 

Boko Haram has in recent year committed gross atrocities against civilians, and become 

infamous for their kidnapping of school girls (UCDP 2016f). These cases are just two 

examples showing that the perpetrator of violence against civilians varies and can be 

committed by both rebels and governments. The puzzle that follows is why these actors 

deliberately target civilians.  

   This paper will focus on violence against civilians, in the form of deliberate killings and 

amputations, and why it is carried out. The research question that will be examined is why do 

some warring actors use violence against civilians in civil wars, whereas others do not? The 

aim of this study is to test a theory about why some warring actors use violence against 

civilians whilst others do not. This subfield within peace and conflict research has received 

increased scholarly attention since the end of the 1990’s, due to both an increased number of 

internal armed conflicts and a shift in the global security agenda (Hultman 2014: 296). Since 

it is a relatively young field of study, there are still several questions that require further 

research. Additionally there is a need for qualitative studies, since much of the field 

constitutes of quantitative work. In this way this study will be a contribution to the research 

field, since it is a qualitative study in a field that is dominated by large-n studies. Another 

contribution is the comparison between a government and a rebel group. To the best of my 

knowledge, there is a lack of studies that compare government actors with rebel groups that 

are active in the same conflict.  

   This field of research is of high importance for policy makers. Since the targeting of 

noncombatants in conflicts is a violation of IHL, it is a problem that is extremely important 

for the international community to work against. If policies shall be effective it is essential 

with well-conducted research and a deep understanding for the phenomena it aims to solve.  
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2. Theory  

2.1 Previous research  

Since the end of the 1990s a shift in the global security agenda can be seen, and the protection 

of civilians in conflicts has been identified as a fundamental responsibility for the 

international community. This norm can be seen in both an increase of scholarly attention, 

and the fact that almost all of the past decade’s UN peacekeeping missions had explicit 

mandates to protect civilians (Hultman 2014: 296f).  

   The puzzle concerning why, when, and where noncombatants are targeted has received an 

enhanced attention, and one of the greatest shift in the discourse has been from portraying 

violence against civilians as barbaric and irrational, to understanding it as strategic (ibid: 289). 

Stathis N. Kalyvas (2006) has made a significant contribution to the field by arguing that 

violence in civil wars does not occur out of pure barbaric reason, rather there is a strategy 

behind the violence that needs to be understood in order to prevent it.  

   If establishing that there is more behind the use of violence than pure barbaric reasons, the 

natural question then is what are those reasons, an issue several scholars have focused on. 

Reed M. Wood (2010) examines this question and argues that weak insurgency groups are 

more likely to use violence against civilians, as a part of their strategy. Weak rebel groups 

lack the resources to provide civilians with positive incentives to ensure their support, and 

therefore they turn to violence. In contrast, stronger insurgent groups can make use of their 

resources to impel support. Valentino et al. (2004) have focused on mass killings of civilians. 

They argue that those are more likely to occur in guerilla wars, since the government then 

uses it as a strategy to defeat the insurgents, by targeting their civilian support base. 

Humphreys and Weinstein’s (2006) research focuses on a broader field than just killings, and 

examines the question about civilian abuse, using data from the civil war in Sierra Leone. 

They have reached the conclusion that variation in the level of abuse is largely explained by 

internal characteristics of the fighting actors.  

   Scholars within this field have further focused on classifying different types of violence. A 

theoretical distinction between direct and indirect violence is provided by Laia Balcells (2010: 

399f). She defines direct violence as the acts committed with light weaponry in a face-to-face 

situation between the perpetrators and civilians. Whereas indirect violence is the result of 

heavy weaponry, and it is not a face-to-face interaction. The distinction is not only important 

because of the different ways the violence is produced, but also when it comes to the level of 

interaction between the perpetrator and the victim. Since the use of direct violence requires 
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cooperation from civilians – such as identifying “suspects”, giving information et cetera – it 

can also be hindered by lack of civilian cooperation, and then higher levels of indirect 

violence might be used. Therefore this classification is a helpful tool for understanding the use 

of different forms of violence.  

   A great difference can be seen in what is included in the concept of violence. The Uppsala 

Conflict Data Program (UCDP) provides a dataset with information about one-sided violence. 

It is described as acts committed by government forces or by a formally organized group, 

against civilians that results in at least 25 deaths a year. The definition only includes those 

who die as a result of direct and deliberate targeting (Eck & Hultman 2007: 235). In stark 

contrast to this is the definition of mass killings used by Valentino et al (2004: 378). The 

threshold is put at 50,000 deaths over five following years. These definitions are just two 

examples that illustrate how different the definition process can play out, which makes it hard 

to compare studies with each other.  

   A large extent of the previous research on violence against civilians has been quantitative 

studies. Research has focused on rebel groups as well as on state actors, different 

geographical areas have been looked into, and various explanatory factors have been tested. 

Even though the field is relatively “new” it has been established that both rebels and states 

engage in violence against noncombatants, and that they often do so for strategic reasons. 

However, there is to the best of my knowledge relatively few studies which compares 

governments with rebel and insurgent groups, rather the different type of actors have been 

analyzed separately. One can argue that it would be fruitful to compare state actors with rebel 

groups and see if their use of violence varies or is similar. Kalyvas argues that there is often 

no theoretically sound for the exclusion of the other party in the analysis, and that many 

arguments would be expected to apply to the other actor as well (Kalyvas 2007: 1147).  

   A shortcoming of the field can be argued to be the lack of qualitative studies. The 

development of such is important for an understanding of why violence against civilians 

occurs. The quantitative studies have showed a general pattern between different independent 

variables and the use of violence. What qualitative studies can contribute with is a deepened 

focus on the causal mechanism, and hence hopefully elaborate answers to the question on why 

civilians are subjected to violence (George & Bennett 2005: 21f). 
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2.2 Central concepts and definitions  

The dependent variable in this paper will be violence against civilians, since it is the 

phenomena that seek an explanation. Two concepts that need to be defined when investigating 

this variable are the concepts of civilians and violence.  

   The definition of civilians that will be used emerges from the distinction between 

combatants and noncombatants that is made in International Humanitarian Law (IHL). 

Civilians are defined in a negative way, meaning that they are everyone who is not a 

combatant (Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions 1977: article 50). The concept of 

combatants are defined in article 43 of AP I and article 4a of Geneva Convention III. In brief, 

a member of an armed party is a person that is: a) being commanded by a person that is 

responsible for his subordinates, b) having a fixed distinct sign recognizable at distance, c) 

carrying arms openly, d) acting in accordance with IHL (Geneva Convention III Relative to 

the Treatment of Prisoners of War 1949: article 4). On this ground civilians are defined, as 

everyone not falling under the category of a combatant. Civilians shall be protected from 

general danger and terror arising from military actions, as long as they do not directly 

participate in hostilities (Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions 1977: article 51).  

   An important thing to note is the fact that the Geneva Conventions originally where created 

for the purpose of regulating international armed conflict, however today the majority of the 

wars are non-international armed conflicts, which is the term used in IHL for civil wars. This 

makes the distinction process fuzzier, since it is not two well-distinguished armies fighting 

each other. In many situations state actors fight terrorist groups, which do not fulfill all the 

criteria for being an organized armed group. This becomes a problem since IHL requires 

conflict to take place between organized groups. This has led to a huge debate between 

scholars on how to deal with this problem, can there be something called unlawful 

combatants, constituting for a third category (Bantekas & Oette 2013: 569f)? Since there is no 

consensus about how to tackle this question, this paper will be using the two categories of 

civilians and combatants, where combatants are defined in accordance with article 4 of the 

Geneva Convention III, and civilians will de defined as everyone that is not directly 

participating in hostilities.  

   Although violence might seem a straightforward concept, it is rather complex. The core of 

violence is described to be the “deliberate infliction of harm on people” (Kalyvas 2006: 19). It 

can be analyzed at both a broad level, including social and economic oppression and violence 

that preserves the structural order, and it can be defined narrow and just include homicide and 

death (ibid: 19f). I argue that a focus only on killings is too narrow since it excludes several 



Sanna Forsberg 

	   8	  

important aspects of the violence committed against innocent civilians in past and 

contemporary civil wars. Nonetheless, due to limited time and resources a much broader 

definition cannot be applied. Therefore this study will focus on deliberate killings and 

amputations. The reason to include amputations in addition to deliberate killings, is that it is a 

widespread phenomena in the civil war which will be studied, and hence it is an important 

component in analyzing the dynamics of the violence that was carried out.   

 

2.3 Theoretical framework 

As previously mentioned, Wood (2010: 601ff) argues that weak rebel groups are less capable 

to provide positive incentives for civilians, and therefore they are more prone to use violence 

to compel cooperation. In contrast, strong rebel groups have greater capabilities to provide 

positive incentives. Such incentives can be public goods, parallel political system, security, 

and goods that are closely related. However, this is a challenge to provide even for the strong 

groups. Even in cases were the state capacity is low and repression from the government is 

present, the state often has more to offer than insurgent groups. Additionally, the threat of 

violence from the government forces if one would collaborate with the rebels, is perceived to 

have a deterring effect if the insurgents cannot offer a high level of protection. If facing a 

situation with unequal capabilities, rebel groups can perceive violence as a cheaper way to 

expand their resource base, compared to providing benefits for the civilians. Wood describes 

the effects of violence and why it is used: 

 

‘In the immediate term, violence directed against the population may undermine the sovereignty 

of the regime, reconfigure the social or political organization of a community, and provide 

insurgents with a minimum level of tangible or human resources. These factors are likely to 

temporarily translate into increased rebel capacity, either indirectly by creating conditions that 

favor the insurgents (fear, disorder, regime violence) or directly through captured loot or forced 

collaboration.’ (Wood 2010: 604) 

 

Since weak groups have little to offer their recruits, they usually have problems with 

recruitment, compared with stronger groups that can provide greater incentives for fighters to 

join. To be able to close this “capability gap”, as Wood calls it, weak insurgent groups use 

violence against civilians to a greater extent than stronger insurgent groups. One can argue 

that this theory also will be applicable to states, since they often correspondingly struggle with 

a lack of resources and support and the different ways to deal with this.  
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   In research by Valentino, Huth and Balch-Lindsay (2004: 383) a theory that explains under 

what circumstances states are likely to commit mass killings, is developed. One of their 

arguments is that in wars where the state fights an opponent who uses guerilla tactics, mass 

killings by the state are more likely to occur.   

   Guerilla warfare can be distinguished from regular warfare in three ways. The first 

characteristic is that guerilla warfare is conducted by irregular, mobile forces, which are 

organized in small groups, and they do not rely on heavy weaponry. Secondly, the military 

tactics differ from regular warfare. Guerillas rely for example on terror bombings, 

assassinations and hit-and-run attacks, attacks that are designed to increase the costs for the 

opponents rather than defeating them directly military. In relation to this is the third 

characteristic, namely that clear frontlines rarely exist and guerillas often operate in their 

opponent’s territory (ibid: 383f). Apart from the military tactics there is another feature of 

guerilla warfare that is important for understanding its connection to mass killings. Guerillas 

do to a larger extent than armies rely directly on support from the civilian population; they 

often get support in form of ‘food, shelter, supplies, and intelligence, as well as to act as a 

form of “human camouflage”’ (ibid: 284).  

   Because of these features guerilla tactics can be a very powerful means of warfare. If 

successful it can constitute for great damage and high costs, even if the state’s army are of 

higher conventional capacity. History has proven that groups using guerilla tactics can be very 

difficult to conquer. According to Valentino et al. (2004: 385) this is what has led states to the 

decision to commit mass killings against civilians. In order to defeat guerilla groups, states 

sometimes conclude that their only way to succeed with this is by targeting the rebel’s civilian 

support group. Further they argue that this often takes the form of ‘selective terror designed to 

intimidate the population into withdrawing their support from the insurgents’ (ibid).   

   This line of argumentation can be linked to Wood’s theory about weak groups committing 

higher levels of violence against noncombatants (2010). Valentino et al. (2004) argue that 

governments engage in mass killings when facing strong insurgency groups that are difficult 

to defeat through regular warfare. In other words, governments kill civilians when they are 

weak compared to the group they are fighting against. However, one has to keep in mind that 

this study only focused on mass killings, and mass killings committed by governments. I 

argue however that this theory also can explain why rebel groups would commit mass 

killings. The government might not use guerilla tactics to the same extent that insurgents do, 

but insurgent groups do for sure often fight an opponent that use tactics they have a hard time 

to combat, and therefore the theory can be applied also to this actor. Additionally it would be 
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interesting to apply this line of argumentation to a broader definition of violence, and examine 

whether it still holds up. There is no argumentation by Valentino et al. that there would be a 

theoretical obstacle with applying there theory to other acts of violence additional to mass 

killings.  

   Based on this previous research about the correlation between a group’s weakness and the 

likelihood to use violence against civilians, the following hypothesis will be tested: 

 

H: Weak warring actors will be more likely to use violence against civilians than strong 

actors would be.  

 

Group weakness is one of the main theories explaining civilian targeting in civil wars. Much 

of the literature in the field has examined hypotheses relating to resources, military tactics, 

civilian and third party support, and other aspects of armed actors relative strengths and 

weaknesses. Many scholars have concluded that weak actors are more likely to use violence 

against civilians than strong actors. A weak group lacks resources which are essential for their 

continued fighting and positive incentives to provide civilians for their support, hence the use 

violence against civilians to access more resources and to enforce their support.  

   Hultman (2014: 294) describes group weakness as an explanatory factor that has received 

wide empirical support and is considered to be a general finding within the field. The question 

that emerges from this is then why this theory should be tested again, if it already has 

widespread support. Although the theory has general support I argue that it is important to 

investigate further, because of the reason previously mentioned, that much of the existing 

literature has focused either on governments or rebel groups in their studies. This will not be 

the case in this paper where both types of actors will be analyzed and compared. Therefore it 

is logical to assess one of the main theories of the field and see if it is applicable even in this 

case. If so, the theory’s legitimacy will be improved and it would also be an important step in 

the process of comparing rebels with state actors. I argue that there is no contradiction 

inherent in the theoretical arguments developed by Wood and Valentino, which makes them 

impossible to apply for other types of actors than the ones they are examining. This argument 

is supported by Kalyvas review of Jeremy M. Weinstein’s book Inside Rebellion, where 

Kalyvas argues that there is no theoretical ground for the exclusion of the state in Weinstein’s 

analysis, which focuses on rebels (2007: 1147). So is the case with the theoretical framework 

that will be applied in this paper.  
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   Furthermore, a significant part of the studies that have put forward group weakness as an 

explanatory factor for violence against civilians, are large-n studies. It is because of this 

reason it is important to apply to a comparative case study. Theories needs to be supported by 

more than statistical results, it is essential with well conducted and thorough case studies to 

prove theories to be fruitful.  

 

3. Research design  

3.1 Method  

The method that will be used in order to perform this study is structured focus comparison. 

SFC is a between-case design, meaning that it requires two or more cases to be compared with 

each other. It is used for keeping the focus on specific aspects of the cases in order to evaluate 

hypotheses. The method is “structured” in the way that a set of general questions is decided 

upon before collecting the data, which then will be asked to each case. This makes the process 

of data collection standardized and only data that is relevant for the specific variables is 

collected and analyzed. This standardized collection of data makes the cases comparable with 

each other. The method is organized in a way to deal only with certain aspects of the cases, 

namely those relating directly to the variables relevant to the posed hypotheses. This is the 

“focused” component of SFC (Powner 2015: 129). It is important to clearly identify what 

class of events one is interested to look at, and that all of the selected cases relates to this 

phenomena. One has to keep in mind that all aspects of an event cannot be addressed in a 

single study, and therefore it is important to keep the focus narrowed on the specific aspect 

one chose to study (George & Bennett 2005: 69f).  

 

3.2 Case selection 

This study will focus on warring actors in the civil war in Sierra Leone, which took place 

between 1991 and 2002. The actors the hypothesis will be tested upon are the Sierra Leone 

People’s Party (SLPP) and its army, the SLA, and the biggest rebel group in the civil war; 

namely the Revolutionary United Front. These two cases are chosen because of the variation 

on the dependent variable, i.e. the level of violence against civilians. According to data on 

one-sided violence provided by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program the RUF used high levels 

of one-sided violence during the conflict (UCDP 2016a), whilst the SLPP did not. The 

government of Sierra Leone is coded as an one-sided violence actor first in 1997, when the 
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rebel group AFRC together with the RUF seized the government power through a coup and 

committed acts of one-sided violence, but when SLPP was in governance the levels remained 

low (UCDP 2016b). The civil war was not analyzed in its whole, the focus of the study will 

be the time period of 1996-2001. It was for that time the SLPP was in government position, 

except for the months when the AFRC and the RUF held the power (UCDP 2016c). The war 

was officially declared over in January 2002, and therefore the time period will be terminated 

in the end of 2001.  

   As mentioned above, the two warring actors that will be analyzed, i.e. the units of analysis, 

vary on the dependent variable, but in other aspects one can argue that they are alike. First and 

foremost the actors operate in the same civil war and derive from the same country. This 

constitutes for a similar context and environment for the actors to operate within, which 

makes them comparable with each other. For example the economic situation, division of 

ethnic groups and the level of democracy within the country is the same for both the actors, 

which often are posed as important factors for the occurrence of conflict and use of violence.   

   Hence this case selection constitutes for a most similar system design study. This design is 

used when we know the value for the dependent variable and want to compare cases with 

each other in order to establish the value for the independents variables. An important 

baseline for this design to be suitable is that the cases have the same values on several of the 

possible explanation variables (Esaiasson et al. 2012: 103), which I argue is the case with the 

RUF and the SLPP. However, it is important to keep in mind that the actors are not of the 

same kind; one is a rebel group and one is a state actor, for most of the time. One could argue 

that this fact is a hinder to compare them. Nevertheless I do not agree. A fact that is important 

to be aware of is that the RUF seized government power in 1997, together with Armed Forces 

Revolutionary Council. Hence they have acted both in opposition and held government 

power. Not only does this fact make the actors comparable, it also makes it highly interesting 

to analyze the warring actors’ behavior over time, and see if it changed based on the position 

they were holding.   

   An alternative approach could have been to either compare the SLPP with other government 

forces, or compare the RUF with a different rebel group within the civil war or a group active 

in another conflict. The reason why the RUF and the SLPP are not compared with actors in 

different conflicts is because of the criteria of well-matched cases the most similar system 

design requires. If compared with actors from different conflict, there would be a room for 

several other aspects that could affect the dependent variable, aside from the independent 

variable that will be analyzed in this paper. In other words the control for other mechanisms 
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and the isolation of the casual mechanism would be reduced. The reason why the RUF is not 

compared with another rebel group in Sierra Leone is because of the ambition to analyze both 

a rebel group and a state actor in the same study and compare those with each other, 

something that to the best of my knowledge have not been done to a great extent before.     

 

3.3 Operationalization  

The dependent variable in this study is violence against civilians. Since much of the literature 

has focused solely on killings I want to broaden the perspective slightly. The concept of 

violence will include deliberate killings and amputations. It is important to clarify the 

difference between deliberate and unintentional killings. Deliberate killings are actions which 

sole purpose is to kill civilians, unintentional killings are on the other hand cases when 

civilians have got caught up in crossfire between warring parties, or when civilians have been 

victims of collateral damage (Eck & Hultman 2007: 235). The distinction is important since 

collateral damage is not illegal in IHL if it is seen as necessary from a military perspective, 

whilst deliberate targeting of civilians is (Corn et al. 2012: 125). Since the purpose of this 

paper is to explain the illegal aspects of violence in civil wars, the exclusion of victims of 

unintentional targeting is required.  

   Concerning the threshold, all acts perpetrated by one of the actors under examination will be 

taken into account. It could be considered to be too inclusive to have no threshold at all. 

However it is reasonable in this context. This paper do not strive to classify whether a war is 

present or not, or any other question of classification for that matter. Rather the purpose is to 

analyze why actors commit violence against noncombatants in civil wars, and this is done in a 

context where it already is established that a civil war took place, and for that reason I argue 

that it is fruitful to analyze all acts of deliberate killings and amputations committed by the 

warring actors.  

   Group weakness, which is the independent variable, will be measured in terms of military 

capabilities and secondary support. A warring actor with low military capabilities and low 

secondary support will be considered as a weak group. Military capabilities will include troop 

size, intelligence about the enemy and material. Secondary support will include international 

support in form of material, finances, and manpower. To investigate the actors’ military 

capabilities and support constitutes for an overview of their total strength/weakness, and 

hence are relevant to measure.  
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   Since the method that will be used is a structured focused comparison, the questions that 

will be asked to both the cases considers the number of deliberate killings, amputations, the 

actors’ military capabilities, and secondary support from international actors. 

 

3.4 Data collection and limitations of design  

The material used to study the levels of violence will mainly be based on material from 

human rights reports conducted by Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. The 

reports used are based on fieldwork and interviews with both civilians and people who took 

part in the fighting, in other words, first hand sources. Both Amnesty International and 

Human Rights Watch are among the world’s biggest human rights agencies and are widely 

recognized as trustworthy. Nevertheless, there is always an issue with determining the 

damages, number of deaths and injured in wartime. Exact numbers are impossible to establish 

due to a lack of information, destruction of evidence, a possible reluctance to talk about 

experiences, memory loss due to trauma, et cetera. The reports are though based on an 

extensive work and presents approximate numbers and patterns of the development during the 

conflict.  

   For the analysis of group strength and weakness datasets from the UCDP, on secondary 

support and troop size, will be used. The data is further backed up with academic literature 

and human rights reports, to create a deeper understanding of the context and not just a 

presentation of numbers. 

   A challenge with this type of qualitative study is its reliability, in other words the absence of 

random wrongdoings and the possibility to repeat the study and reaching the same conclusion 

(Esaiasson et al. 2013: 63). This is a challenge with studies where the data is open for 

interpretation. Though one can increase the reliability by being transparent on how one have 

analyzed the material and provide enough information to replicate the study (George & 

Bennett 2005: 106).  

 

3.5 Scope conditions 

First of all, this study is limited to examine civil wars and not international conflicts. Since the 

dynamics of these conflicts often vary to a great extent, it is difficult to generalize results from 

one type of conflict to the other.   

   Secondly, the case selection of Sierra Leone might pose a difficulty in generalizing the 

results to conflicts where natural resources does not have an big impact on the conflict. The 
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presence of diamonds and other mineral did not cause the civil war, but it did impact how it 

was played out. It has been argued that the control over the diamond-trade prolonged the 

conflict, and that it can also been seen as one of the reasons why such a high level of violence 

against civilians was used.  

   When examining the secondary support to the actors, only international support is included. 

It would however be highly interesting to further include civilian support in the analysis. This 

could unfortunately not be done, because of the difficulty with measuring civilian support and 

the lack of data.  

  

4. Results and analysis 

4.1 The civil war  

Sierra Leone gained independence from the UK on 27th April 1961 and Dr. Milton Margai 

became the first Prime Minister. The country did not gain independence as a united country 

working together towards a common goal, rather the society was characterized by diverse 

interests and unhealthy political competition. This was manifested in the following elections 

through accusations of election fraud, repression of the opposition, several coups and 

attempted coups. In 1978 under All People’s Congress and Siaka Stevens regime a one-party 

system was introduced. Sierra Leone is a country with rich mineral resources, such as gold, 

bauxite, diamond and rutile. These were grossly mismanaged during this period, corruption 

and smuggling of resources was widespread. The national unrest continued to increase and the 

regime faced several threats during the late 80s (Nass 2013). This affected the society deeply, 

and just before the war Sierra Leone had the second lowest living standards in the world 

(United Nations 1993).  

   In 1989 an insurgency war broke out in the neighboring country Liberia. It was an uprising 

against the government whom many had lost faith in. The rebellion attracted many young 

Sierra Leoneans who saw this as a positive development and a hope for the future. The 

rebelling group was called National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) and was under 

command from Charles Taylor. In March 1991 the war came to Sierra Leone as a surprise 

attack was launched from Liberia by the NPFL “special forces”. Both Liberian and Sierra 

Leonean rebels participated in the attack. The rebels killed supporters of the government and 

recruited people to join their fight, and they formed the organization the Revolutionary United 
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front. The RUF rebelled against the government, which the though mismanaged the country 

grossly (Nass 2013: 71-77).  

   In April 1992 a military coup overthrew the APC government and a military regime called 

National Provisional Ruling Council (NPRC) took power (ibid: 93ff). In 1996 democratic 

elections were held and Ahmed Tejan Kabbah, which represented the Sierra Leone People’s 

Party (SLPP), became the new president. The new government initiated peace negotiations 

with the RUF and a peace agreement was signed by both parties in November the same year. 

However, it was quickly discarded by the RUF. The SLPP government did last until May 

1997 when a coup overthrew the government. The new military regime formed the Armed 

Forces Ruling Council (AFRC) and they invited the RUF to rule with them. Both a large part 

of the population of Sierra Leone and the international community condemned the coup, and 

civilian resistance grew strong. The former President Kabbah turned to the chairman of 

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) to ask for help to reestablish 

democracy and order in the country (ibid: 175ff).  

   In the beginning of February 1998 ECOWAS deployed their military troops called 

ECOMOG in Sierra Leone, and the troops attacked the AFRC/RUF junta. When Freetown 

was cleared from rebels, Kabbah was reinstated as president (ibid: 190ff). Although the 

capital came under government control again the war did not come to an end. The fighting 

continued throughout the country and the international pressure for a peaceful settlement 

increased. In July 1999 the government and RUF signed the Lomé Peace Agreement. 

Following this the UN took more action and established a peacekeeping mission called 

UNAMSIL, to replace the smaller observer mission earlier deployed and the ECOMOG 

forces. However, once again the peace agreement did not lead to immediate peace. The 

fighting in Sierra Leone continued and in 2000 hundreds of UN soldiers were kidnapped. It 

was not until the end of 2000 and beginning of 2001 the RUF suffered real setback and started 

to comply with the peace agreement. In January 2002 all combatants had been disarmed and 

the war was officially declared over (UCDP 2016c).  

 

4.2 The Revolutionary United Front  
Background 

The RUF first emerged in Sierra Leone on 23 March 1991, when they invaded the Kailahun 

district from Liberia. Their leader was Foday Sankoh, a former army corporal from Sierra 

Leone that had taken part in insurgency training in Libya during the 1980s. It was during his 
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time in Libya he met Charles Taylor, who was the leader of the National Patriotic Front of 

Liberia (NPFL) and who supported the RUF in their rebellion. A pure ideology cannot be 

associated with the RUF, but the aim with the rebellion was stated as overthrowing the 

government and its corrupt leaders, establish a multiparty system, and liberate the peasantry 

(UCDP 2016c). The members of the RUF were a combination of different people; Liberians 

and Sierra Leoneans, students and unemployed youths (Human Rights Watch 2003: 10). As 

previously mentioned, the RUF acted as an opposing rebel group during the whole conflict, 

except for 25 May 1997 – March February 1998, when they were invited by the AFRC to take 

part in the new government (UCDP 2016c).  

 

Group weakness  

According to data on troop size provided by the UCDP, the RUF grew in 1996 compared to 

previous years. The number of the troop size was estimated to between 3,000 and 5,000, 

where 1,000 of them were active (UCDP 2016d). Although the troop size of the RUF 

increased during 1996, their military activity decreased and the government forces had the 

situation generally under control. The RUF’s activity was limited to hit-and-run attacks on 

small villages and ambushes on the major highways in the country. The Civil Defense Forces 

(CDF) and the private security company Executive Outcomes, hired by the former 

government to fight on their side, posed a severe threat to the RUF and their military 

capability. Executive Outcome had international connections that made them able to track the 

RUF’s supply routes and radio communication, and use this information to cut off the supply 

to the RUF to some extent, and to gather intelligence (Nass 2013: 180f). 

   In November 1996 Kabbah’s government and the RUF participated in peace negotiations in 

Abidjan, Ivory Coast. The talks resulted in the signing of a peace agreement, which required 

an immediate termination of the fighting that should be followed by disarmament, 

demobilization and reintegration of the soldiers, and a reduction of the national army. The 

RUF should transform into a political party and were granted amnesty for their past actions. 

The military setback for RUF can be seen both as a precondition for taking part in the peace 

talks, and also an explanation for the widespread optimism about the peace agreement. 

However, the agreement was quickly discarded by the RUF, and instead of demobilizing they 

tried to rebuild their strength as a rebel group (ibid: 181ff).  

   When the AFRC together with the RUF seized government power in 1997 their total 

strength was between 11,000 and 15,000. AFRC fighters were the majority and the RUF’s 

troop size remained about the same as the previous year (UCDP 2016e). Both the 
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international community and a vast majority of the civilians in Sierra Leone condemned the 

coup. The AFRC/RUF junta did not gain legitimacy or support by the population, the 

dissatisfaction with their governance was widespread (Nass 2013: 185f).  

   In 1998 after the AFRC/RUF junta were removed from the government their combined 

troop size had decreased significantly to around 2,000-4,000. The number from UCDP 

concerning troop size in 1999 is somewhat unclear. The number of around 45,000 rebels does 

not only include the RUF, but also the AFRC, and the majority of the number comes from ad 

hoc rebels with no firm base. Therefore it is rather difficult to grasp the strength of the RUF. 

This number derives from the amount of rebels that participated in the attack on Freetown 

called “Operation No Living Thing”, which was the peak of atrocities in the civil war (UCDP 

2016d). 

   In 2000 the RUF is estimated to have a troop size of 15,000, a significant increase compared 

to the years of 1996-1998. The rebel group decreased in the following year, to a troop size of 

8,000 (UCDP 2016d).  

   Concerning secondary support the RUF had ties with the NPFL and its leader Charles 

Taylor throughout the conflict. Charles Taylor became the president of Liberia in 1997 and 

held the position until 2003. The Special Court for Sierra Leone tried and convicted Taylor to 

50 years imprisonment for crimes against humanity, war crimes and other violations of IHL, 

because of his involvement in the Sierra Leone civil war. The Trial Chamber of the SCSL 

found that Taylor provided considerable support to both the RUF and the AFRC/RUF 

alliance. It was found that in exchange for Sierra Leonean diamonds he provided the rebels 

with for example arms, ammunition, military training and personnel. The evidence was based 

on testimonies from former RUF members. The Trail Chamber further held that the support 

the RUF received from Taylor had a significant effect on the military actions and crimes 

committed by the group. Persons that were directly involved in this business testified to this 

and the evidence presented by the Prosecution was firm (Keith 2012: 105f).  

   Data on secondary support provided by the UCDP is in line with the findings of the SCSL. 

The data concludes that Taylor provided support for the RUF during 1996-2000. The support 

is described to be in the form of ammunitions, arms, territorial access and intelligence. In 

1996 the support is coded to come from the NPFL, under the command of Taylor, but when 

they took power over the government it is coded as coming from the government of Liberia. 

This data also confirms that the NPFL and Taylor were involved in handling diamonds, and 

acted as the main route through which the diamonds from Sierra Leone could be sold. In 1998 

and 1999 the RUF, additionally to the support from Liberia, also received assistance from 
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Burkina Faso in the form of armaments. In 1999 Burkina Faso provided 68 tons of weapons 

and ammunition to the RUF. That is however the only number provided for the support to the 

RUF, and therefore it is difficult to determine the difference in the group’s strength over time 

based on this data. The support from both Liberia and Burkina Faso could however be an 

indication of a stronger support compared to the years when the RUF only received support 

from Liberia. The data from 1998 furthermore reveals that both Burkina Faso and Gambia 

helped the RUF with both selling diamonds and buying arms. There are also reports of 

involvement from Libya in 1998 and 1999. Gadhafi provided one million US dollars to the 

RUF for them to use in a transformation to become a political party. However, that 

transformation did not take place at that time and they stayed a rebel group. There are also 

reports of Libya-sponsored military training of RUF soldiers in Liberian camps during 1998 

(Högblad et al. 2011). In 1998 the AFRC/RUF alliance gained control over the Kono-district, 

which is rich with diamonds, and the end of the year they had control over half the country’s 

territory, which included all of the mineral-rich areas. It was on this basis that the rebels 

launched the attack on Freetown in January 1999 (Human Rights Watch 2003: 12).  

   Based on these numbers I would estimate the RUF to be weak in 1996, based on their low 

activity and their willingness to participate in peace negotiations, something they probably 

had not done if they were in a superior position. When invited by the AFRC to take part in 

their junta in 1997, the RUF became stronger. After being removed from the government 

position their strength once again decreased. When gaining more secondary support during 

1998 the RUF could build up their capacity, and in 1999 the group was strong with a high 

number of rebels, control of a large territory, and support from some international actors. 

After the attack on Freetown in 1999 the group once again started to decrease in strength, 

which then was the trend throughout the rest of the conflict.  

 

Level of violence against civilians 

The election in 1996 was not only characterized by political competition, but also with great 

danger for civilians. The RUF did for an example target people in order to prevent them from 

voting. Victims of amputations have testified about that the rebels told them that they cut off 

their hands so that they would not be able to vote (Human Rights Watch 1998: III; Nass 2013: 

180). Previous to the election the rebels cut off limbs to remove the fingerprints that were 

required to vote, or to scare people into not voting for the SLPP. Also civilians who had voted 

and had ink remains on their fingers were subjected to amputation by the RUF (UCDP 

2016a).  Despite the high levels of violence surrounding the election, where the pre-election 
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violence falls out of the scope of this analysis, the situation stabilized to some extent after a 

while and throughout the year, as previously mentioned (Nass 2013: 180f). From the election 

and onwards during the year the number of civilians killed in deliberate attacks by the RUF 

was around 200-300 (UCDP 2016a).  

   In the days surrounding the coup in May 1997, about hundred people died, and many other 

were injured, in the violence associated with the coup (Amnesty International 1997: 1). 

Amongst the victims many were civilians suspected of supporting Kabbah and the SLPP. 

Additionally several hundreds of perceived opponents to the AFRC were detained without a 

charge, and many were subjected to torture, ill-treatment, and extrajudicial killings (Amnesty 

International 1998: 15). During the AFRC/RUF rule both political and civilian repression 

characterized the society. The AFRC/RUF junta disregarded the constitution, banned political 

parties, announced a military rule, and detentions and arbitrary arrests occurred. Looting of 

civilian villages was a widespread phenomenon throughout the country (Human Rights Watch 

2003: 11). In Freetown the violence escalated, and the arrival of a large number of RUF rebels 

who did not get their regular salary and abused their power, worsened the situation (Amnesty 

International 1997: 4). This level of violence continued to characterize the junta rule, and it 

has been described as a ‘nine-month nightmare of looting, murder and mutilation’ (Gordon 

2004: 180). According to human rights reports, the year following the coup was a clear 

escalation of violence, and a setback for the protection of civilians and human rights 

(Amnesty International 1997; Amnesty International 1998; Human Rights Watch 2003).  

   In February 1998 the ECOMOG troops launched its attack against Freetown and the 

AFRC/RUF junta. The fighting created a humanitarian crisis and high numbers of civilians 

were killed, injured, and trapped in their homes without food and water. The great pressure on 

the junta in Freetown also got effects in the hinterland and AFRC/RUF rebels increased their 

violence against civilians. During the period of fighting between the ECOMOG and the junta, 

it was reported that over thousand victims of mutilation were treated at different hospitals 

throughout the country. The majority of these people were treated for amputations of arms, 

fingers, legs, hands, lips or ears. Based on testimonies from patients many more victims were 

unable to reach a hospital, or died because of their injuries (Nass 3013: 191f).  

   After the AFRC/RUF were ousted from power the high level of violence against civilians 

continued, and it can be described as a terror campaign. Additional to thousands being 

mutilated or killed, hundreds of civilians were abducted from their homes and forced to join 

the rebels. The violence against civilians, carried out by the AFRC/RUF alliance, was at this 

time higher than previously in the conflict. Not all hospitals had the facilities to be able to 
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treat mutilations, and the ones that did had a problem with the high number of patients. In a 

report by Amnesty International the number of mutilations during the period February 1998-

October 1998 is estimated to be 4,000 (Amnesty International 1998: 20f). It was common that 

the rebels claimed they belonged to ECOMOG troops and thereafter attacked civilians. 

Survivors of these attacks have described how it often played out: 

 

‘Groups of armed men arrived in their villages, claiming to be ECOMOG, that they had come to 

liberate the villagers and that they were safe. Forced out of their homes, they realised that they 

were not ECOMOG troops. Civilians were rounded up, in groups or lines, and then taken 

individually to a pounding block in the village where their hands, arms or legs were cut with a 

machete. /…/ Men were ordered to rape members of their own family. If they refused, their 

arms were cut off and the women were raped by rebel forces, often in front of their husbands. 

/…/ Victims of these atrocities also reported women and children being round up, locked into 

houses which were then set alight.’ (Amnesty International 1998: 23) 

 

   In January 1999 an attack by the name “Operation No Living Thing” was launched against 

Freetown, by the AFRC/RUF alliance. The capital had been infiltrated by the rebels, hence 

when the invasion started it was carried out both from the outside of Freetown and from 

within it. This was an element of great surprise for the ECOMOG forces, which previous to 

the attack were in control of the city. Many of the foreigners living in Freetown, such as NGO 

staff and UN observers, and the elite of Sierra Leone, such as the President and his top 

officials, managed to flee abroad. Unfortunately the majority of the population did not have 

this option, and got caught in the battlefield that Freetown turned into. After heavy fighting 

for a couple of weeks, the ECOMOG troops, with support from Sierra Leone Army and the 

Civil Defense Forces (CDF), managed to push the rebels out from Freetown and to reinstate 

control over the city (Nass 2013: 197ff).  

   The rebel attack on Freetown is considered to be the single event in the civil war during 

which the greatest atrocities were committed, and the rebel forces are responsible for most of 

the violence. It is described to be the period with the highest amount of violations of human 

rights and IHL. Civilians became victims of killings, rapes, looting, and amputations. It is 

difficult to establish an exact number of killed civilians, but it is estimated to be around 4,000-

6,000, and hundreds, maybe thousands, of people were subjected to acts of sexual violence, 

having libs cut off their bodies, and other horrifying acts of violence. After the attack 3,000 

children were reported to be missing, and presumed to have been abducted by the RUF (Nass 
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2003: 199f; Human Rights Watch 2003: 12; Human Rights Watch 1999: IV: Keith 2012: 

107).  

   One issue with analyzing the violence during the attack on Freetown is who actually was 

responsible for the attack, and which group the perpetrators belonged to. In the media 

reporting following the invasion of Freetown it was widely claimed that the RUF was 

responsible for the operation. Later on it has been concluded by the Sierra Leone Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission that the claim was not accurate. The commission found that it 

was the AFRC that was responsible for planning and initiating the attack. However, the RUF 

did join the operation shortly after it was launched (UCDP 2016c). In reports from Human 

Rights Watch the attack on Freetown is describes as a joint AFRC/RUF operation where 

rebels from both groups committed gross human rights violations, there seemed to be no 

distinction between the two groups and their behavior. Rather they operated as an alliance 

(Human Rights Watch 2003). In the SCSL case against Charles Taylor, the Trial Chamber 

found that he was involved in planning the invasion of Freetown together with Sam Bockarie, 

a leader of RUF, and which should be carried out by both AFRC and RUF rebels. This finding 

was in contrast with previous findings in RUF and AFRC cases, where AFRC was the group 

who was given responsibility for the planning of the attack. The findings in the Taylor case 

are based on new evidence that was discovered after the RUF and AFRC cases were ruled 

upon. The new evidence came from insider witnesses, who testified about Taylor’s and the 

RUF’s part in the process of planning the attack (Keith 2012: 106f). The information 

regarding the responsibility is conflicting and therefore it is troubling to determine the how 

the planning proceeded. What is less conflicting is that both the AFRC and the RUF took part 

in the operation and committed gross acts of violence against civilians, and that they did so as 

an alliance. It seems almost impossible to determine the group origin of the rebels and who 

committed which act. Therefore I would argue that it is reasonable to see the invasion of 

Freetown as a joint attack, and therefore include all acts of violence against civilians in this 

analysis.   

   When the AFRC/RUF alliance was pushed out of Freetown they moved towards the eastern 

parts of the country, and they continued their campaign of terror with killings and amputations 

of civilians. Furthermore, thousands of people were abducted and forced to join the fighting, 

carry the looted goods and ammunition, or used for forced labor. A severe number of women 

and girls were taken as sex slaves and forced to “marry” rebels and live with them in the bush 

(Human Rights Watch 2003: 12).  
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   Following the signing of the Lomé peace agreement in July 1999 a decrease in violence 

against civilians and human rights abuses could be noted, although it did not completely stop. 

The east and north of the country was still under AFRC/RUF control, and the rebels continued 

to target civilians. The peace process and the disarmament moved forward slowly during 1999 

and 2000, but took an abrupt turn when the RUF held 500 UNAMSIL peacekeepers hostage 

for several weeks in May. Many of the ones who had already been disarmed were re-

conscripted, and once again widespread rapes, looting, murders and abductions by the RUF 

were reported (Human Rights Watch 2003: 13). In September the same year the RUF together 

with the Liberian government forces attacked refugee camps in Guinea, hosting hundreds of 

thousands of Sierra Leoneans and Liberians. The raids in the refugee camps continued until 

April 2001. It is not clear how many civilians that got killed. The government of Sierra Leone 

and the RUF both signed a ceasefire in November 2000, which further committed the parties 

to restart the disarmament process. From this period, human rights abuses continued to occur, 

but on a reduced scale compared to previously in the civil war. Sexual violence, abductions 

and deliberate killing were still carried out by RUF rebels, but in human rights reports there 

are no longer any mention of mutilations or amputations. During 2002, as the civil war came 

to an official end, the violence against civilians continued to decrease, and for the first time in 

four years Sierra Leone was no longer declared to be in a state of emergency (ibid: 14f).  

 

4.3 Sierra Leone People’s Party  
Background 

The National Provisional Ruling Council had announced that democratic elections should be 

held in March 1996. The Sierra Leone People’s Party won the election and Ahmad Tejan 

Kabbah was appointed President. The party promised to bring an end to the war as soon as 

possible. Kabbah and SLPP held the government position March 1996-May 1997 and from 

March 1998 throughout the war. In the democratic election in 2002 the SLPP won and 

Kabbah was elected President for a second term (Human Rights Watch 2003: 11ff).  

 

Group weakness  

In 1996 the SLPP had an army with the capacity of 14,200 troops (UCDP 2016e). Following 

the election in 1996 the government forces were able to keep the situation in the country 

relatively stable, the RUF activity had decreased and was limited to sporadic ambushes and 

hit-and-run attacks. The SLPP government was supported military by the CDF, which was 
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increasing at that time and the Executive Outcome (Nass 2013: 180f). Additionally both 

Guinea and Nigeria had military troops present in Sierra Leone to support the Kabbah 

government (Gberie 2003: 150). Through the Executive Outcome the pro-government forces 

gained important intelligence about their enemy that could be used in order to weaken them. 

The Kabbah government believed that they were so superior to the RUF that the rebels had to 

comply with the Abidjan peace agreement. However, that assumption was proven wrong 

when the RUF violated the agreement soon after it was signed (Nass 2013: 181f). 

   The military coup of 1997, which overthrew the SLPP, was conducted by junior ranks 

within the Sierra Leone Army. Since they originated from the national army they had inside 

information, facilitating the coup (Nass 2013: 184). The AFRC invited the RUF to join them, 

and therefore the coup cannot be seen as an event that was possible because the RUF was 

stronger than the government in a military sense. Before the coup the government’s army had 

almost three times the amount of compared to the RUF. Neither the AFRC were stronger in 

that sense, but one can assume that they had a great deal of intelligence about the army, since 

they were a part of it. The combination of intelligence and a quite high number of rebels made 

them strong enough to take power.  

   A week after the coup, Nigerian soldiers made an attempt to overthrow the junta, but the 

3,000 Nigerian soldiers did not manage to conquer the 15,000 AFRC/RUF rebels. The 

number of Kabbah and SLPP troops is uncertain for the time when the AFRC/RUF junta held 

the government power. After the failure of the Nigerian soldiers to reinstate the 

democratically elected president Kabbah and his SLPP, ECOMOG deployed troops in Sierra 

Leone in order to support Kabbah and the SLPP. In January 1998 the number of the Nigerian 

dominated ECOMOG troops were 10,000, and together with the pro-SLPP CDF they ejected 

the AFRC/RUF junta (Gberie 2003).  

   When Kabbah’s government returned to power in March 1998 the old army was 

demobilized and a new army was to be established with the strength of 5,000 troops. The UK 

supported this process and provided capital, material and training. During 1998 it is not 

established by the UCDP how many troops that was in service, but during 1999 and 2000 the 

number was around 3,000 and increasing. In 2001 the number had increased to around 6,000 

(UCDP 2016e; World Bank Group 2016).   

   If looking into the previously mentioned dataset from UCDP on secondary support, the only 

support to the SLPP that is coded comes from the UK in 1999 and 2000. In May 2000 the UK 

also deployed troops in Sierra Leone in order to help the SLPP government to fight the RUF 

(Högblad et al. 2011). The number of troops was estimated to be around 1,000 (Gberie 2003: 
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152). Even though the UN and ECOMOG did support the SLPP and Kabbah, they are not 

coded as providing secondary support. This is because they are considered to be warring 

parties in the conflict, and are therefore excluded from the dataset.  

   The SLPP government seemed to be strong following the election in 1996 when they came 

to power, based on their troop size and the fact that they were able to maintain relative control 

over the country and keep the RUF activity at a low level. After the coup they became a 

weaker actor, since the President Kabbah flew the country and many soldiers from the army 

joined the AFRC. The SLPP and Kabbah remained quite a weak actor by themselves, with a 

low number of soldiers. It may however have been the international assistance that kept them 

from being completely defeated and helped them to regain control over Sierra Leone. Without 

international support I would argue that the SLPP would have been to weak to be able to 

overthrow the junta, return to governance and keep the RUF and the AFRC from conducting 

another coup against them. Following the reestablishment of the SLPP government and the 

reconstruction of the army with support from the UK, they grew stronger throughout the civil 

war.  

 

Level of violence against civilians  

The SLPP government and its army did to some extent commit violence against civilians and 

human rights abuses, during the time period that is being analyzed. The SLA did engage in 

around 200 deliberate killings of civilians, according to UCDP data on one-sided violence 

(UCDP 2016b). The Sierra Leone Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) received 

reports of 333 violations by the SLA for the time period in question; 172 violations in 1996, 

51 in 1997, 0 in 1998 and 1999, and 110 in 2000. What is important to note is that the TRC 

includes more actions in their concept “violation”, than what falls in the scope of this study 

(TRC Report 2004: 39).  

   The 1997 coup and the formation of the AFRC were to a great extent committed by 

dissatisfied soldier from the SLA. This event divided the army between the ones who joined 

the AFRC and the ones who stayed loyal to the SLPP and Kabbah. The coup was the 

culmination of a far-reaching collaboration between the RUF and soldiers from the SLA. For 

a period of time many soldier who were unhappy with the conditions within the SLA and the 

fact that the Kabbah government did not put in enough resources in the army, and they fought 

with the SLA by day and with the RUF at night, which gave rise to the term of “sobels”. This 

constitutes for a great problem when estimating the level of violence against civilians from 
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the SLA. Officially the numbers were low, but some soldiers who fought for the SLA did at 

night commit human rights abuses in the name of the RUF (Gberie 2005: 145).  

   In human rights reports investigating the time period after the coup there is no mention of 

widespread deliberate killings or amputations committed by the SLA division still loyal to 

president Kabbah and the SLPP. Nevertheless these reports mention violence against civilians 

being committed by the ECOMOG and the CDF, which both supported the SLPP (Amnesty 

International 1998; Human Rights Watch 1998; Human Rights Watch 1999: Human Rights 

Watch 2003). It is described that the ECOMOG forces often did not take the necessary 

precautions to limit civilian damage when engaging in fighting, which led to high number of 

civilian causalities. The number of arbitrary arrests and detentions of suspected collaborators 

with the AFRC/RUF were high, and the CDF is believed to have executed a high number of 

these (Amnesty International 1998: 33f). During the 1999 attack on Freetown the ECOMOG 

forces engaged in a vast number of summary executions of rebel prisoners or civilians whom 

they accused of supporting the AFRC/RUF. The Sierra Leonean Police also seemed to be 

involved in some of these executions (Human Rights Watch 1999: V).  

   Among the actors that supported the government, the CDF, and especially the group 

Kamajors within it, is reported to be the group that abused civilians the most. However, the 

CDF’s level of violence is significantly lower than the RUF’s. It also differs in its nature, but 

is correspondingly dreadful. Witnesses of attacks by the Kamajors have described that they 

even engaged in cannibalism, believing that the strength from their dead enemy would 

transfer to them if they ate the victim’s organs or drank their blood. The CDF did most of the 

time target people who they thought to be members of the AFRC/RUF or their civilian 

supporters. Following the coup the number of reported violations by the CDF increased 

drastically, compared to the previous years. In 1998 it had slightly declined, continued to do 

so in 1999, and in 2000 it had been reduced significantly (Human Rights Watch 1998: III). 

   In its final report, the TRC concluded that the SLPP government should bear partial 

responsibility for the human rights violations and the violence against civilians committed by 

the CDF. It holds that the government must have been aware of the abuses and failed to stop 

it, and hence the government did not do enough to protect its civilians (TRC Final Report 

2004: para. 33). This knowledge in combination with the amount of support the CDF received 

from the government (Human Rights Watch 2003: 10), makes them to a certain extent 

responsible for the CDF’s acts.  

   In May and June 2000 the SLA were responsible for several civilian causalities when they 

attacked RUF strongholds in Kambia, Makeni and, Magburaka. The attacks were performed 
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through helicopter gunship attacks and resulted in a high number of civilian deaths. During 

the same period of time, it was reported that the CDF militia were responsible for several 

cases of sexual violence. Previous in the civil war this had been very uncommon. Following 

the ceasefire in November 2000, and the restart of the disarmament process the human rights 

situation started to improve and the violence against civilians declined, even though the RUF 

still committed serious abuses. The human rights situation continued to improve in 2001, as 

the demobilization and disarmament process made progress (Human Rights Watch 2003: 

14f).  

 

4.4 Discussion 

Based on this mapping of the actors’ weaknesses and the level of violence against civilians, 

support for the posed hypothesis cannot be found. Regarding the RUF, their peak of both 

deliberate killings and amputations was in the end of 1998 and the beginning of 1999. It is 

during this time the group is at its strongest as well, with collaboration with the AFRC, 

secondary support from both Liberia and Burkina Faso, and control over diamond-rich areas 

in Sierra Leone. For the time when the RUF were weaker, in 1996 and in 2000-2001 when the 

group decreased, a lower level of violence can be seen. In 1996 there was however a peak in 

the use of amputations surrounding the election compared to the rest of the year, but 

otherwise the military activity remained low.  

   For the time when the SLPP and its army SLA were discarded and then under 

reconstruction, their military activity remained very low, and hence their use of violence 

against civilians as well. When an increase in international support could be seen during the 

later years of the conflict, both the SLA and its supporters in the form of ECOMOG and the 

CDF, the abuses against civilians increased. However, no widespread use of amputations by 

the pro-government forces was found, rather their use of violence concerned summary 

executions and some cases of sexual violence.  

   These patterns prove the hypothesis to be wrong, and the relationship seems to be the other 

way around. When the actors are strong, both in military capabilities and secondary support, 

they engage in higher use of violence against civilians and human rights abuses. The theory 

behind the hypothesis describes that weak groups will be more likely to use violence against 

civilians in order to gain more resources, both material resources and support. What this paper 

might suggest, by discarding that theory, is that weak group could be too weak to even be able 

to carry out violence, and that they carry out the most widespread violence when they have 
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the resources to actually do so. This would imply that the violence is not primary used to 

extract resources, rather it could be argued to be used to undermining the enemy’s civilian 

resource base and to punish and intimidate those who support the opponent. This is something 

that needs to be further investigated to see if similar patterns can be found in other cases. 

Nonetheless, the theory should not completely be disregarded by this study, but it suggest that 

the theory, which is developed through large-n studies, need to be subjected to additional 

small-n studies to see if it holds up in other cases than the one tested here.  

   An important aspect that was not included in this study, due to the complexity of its 

measurement, is the role of civilian support. It would be highly interesting to continue this 

case study by examining if civilian support affected the use of violence. It could be possible 

that even though the actors were relatively strong in terms of military capabilities and 

secondary support, they were weak when it came to support from civilians, and therefore 

engaged in widespread violence against them to enforce it.  

   Another question that would be highly interesting to investigate further, both in this case of 

Sierra Leone and other cases, is if and how an actor’s behavior change if their position change 

in the civil war. It is not uncommon that a rebel group comes to hold government power, or 

that a government find themselves in an opposing position, which happened in this case, when 

the AFRC/RUF alliance overthrew the SLPP and President Kabbah. This study did to some 

extent analyze this question, and no fundamental difference was found in the violence that 

was carried out by the actors, rather they seemed to act in accordance with previous behavior. 

Nonetheless, a more elaborate and thorough study of this specific time period and event 

would be required in order to answer this question more precise.  

   A puzzle with this study, and this field of research at large, is the difficulty to come close 

enough to the phenomena in question. To be able to investigate why actors really do engage in 

such horrific acts as described in this paper, a larger interdisciplinary research project is 

required. It is probably necessary to conduct fieldwork with a high amount of interviews with 

first hand sources. To analyze and understand the use of violence, interdisciplinary studies are 

required and it is necessary to investigate both the psychological aspects of violence and the 

military strategically ones.  

   It is further important to note that the high involvement of international actors might have 

had an impact on the use of violence from both the actors analyzed. It might have increased 

the rebels’ use of violence since the international forces were fighting against them, and the 

SLPP’s use of violence could have decreased because the international forces “did the work 

for them” and they took on a more passive role in the fighting. This possible explanation 
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opens up for research about how international support to one of the parties impacts the level 

of violence against civilians. A question that is highly important for both academia and 

policymaking.  

 

5. Summary and conclusion 
This paper has focused on the use of violence against civilians in civil wars, and more 

specifically how it is being carried out. Over the last decade, scholars within peace and 

conflict studies have shifted from portraying violence targeted at civilians as a pure barbaric 

act, to analyzing it as a military strategy. To specify, the purpose of this paper was to test one 

of the main explanations for the use of violence against civilians, namely a theory about group 

weakness. At first hand, it might seem contradicting that a group would use violence against 

civilians to gain their support. However, it has been argued that weak groups would be more 

prone to use violence against civilians, since they lack positive incentives to provide for 

civilians, and therefore they are more likely to resort to violence to extract resources and 

coerce support. The hypothesis that weak actors use higher levels of violence was not proven 

to be accurate when tested upon actors in the Sierra Leone civil war. The results implied that 

especially the RUF’s, but also the SLPP’s, use of violence peaked in times when the groups 

were strong, and that lower levels of violence were used when the actors were weak. This 

conclusion implies that the relationship seems to be conversed, and that strong actor might be 

more prone to engage in widespread violence against civilians. It is apparent that further 

research needs to be done about group weakness and strength to determine its effect on the 

use of violence.   
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