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A Mutiny resulted.
I never shall forget the way
That Blood upon this awful day
Preserved us all from death.
He stood upon a little mound,
Cast his lethargic eyes around,
And said beneath his breath:
“Whatever happens we have got
The Maxim Gun, and they have not."
He marked them in their rude advance,
He hushed their rebel cheers;
With one extremely vulgar glance
He broke the Mutineers.
(I have a picture in my book
Of how he quelled them with a look.)
We shot and hanged a few, and then
The rest became devoted men.
From The Modern Traveller by Hillaire Beloc, Edward Arnnold, 1898, pages 41–42.

More than any other factor, any other liability, a secret army is apt to feel the inevitable
scarcity in arms. Arms matter more than anything else – not more than truth or the faithful
but more than any thing. Arms are absolute, the tangible means to the future. As such they
play an enormous role, both real and symbolic. The very word gunman is a meld that makes
the armed struggle work.
Arms cannot make the movement but they are the prime concern. Consequently, there can
never be enough nor can the secret army stress sufficiently their importance. Their
acquisition, storage, their care and protection are vital priorities. Usually, there is a special
department for arms or at least for their acquisition, often various special departments for
various steps between acquisition and use. Control of weapons is a first priority. Arms are a
killing issue.
The enormous importance given to arms within the underground during a campaign is based
upon logic: they are crucial, hard to acquire, difficult to maintain and dangerous to use. They
are a sign of legitimacy and power, symbol of the rebel army and so the dream.
From The Dynamics of the Armed Struggle by J. Bowyer Bell, Routledge, 1998, page 138.
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Abstract
This dissertation addresses the question of how arms acquisition by non‐state groups relates to
violence. While existing research has explored how armament by state forces has an impact on
interstate or intrastate war, the role of acquisition by non‐state groups has received little attention.
This dissertation is therefore exploratory in nature. Its aim is to generate theoretical insights, partly
through the use of new or little used data sources, that can be built upon in further research. The five
different articles included in this dissertation tease out the specific role that weapons play by delving
into six main areas of focus: the extent to which arms are essential; their ease of acquisition; the
impact of arms on injury and deaths; the effect of arms on a group’s strategy; how arms acquisition
affects fragmentation of an insurgency; and the effect of state governance on arms acquisition. The
aim is to understand how each of these factors play a role in the intensity and forms of violence.
Key findings are that:







Arms are often scarce and difficult to obtain, and there is a large amount of geographical and
temporal variation in the ease by which they are acquired.
The ease by which groups intent on violence can acquire arms is a more important factor
than the total number of arms in society, and the two may well not be congruent.
Arms acquisition is not a sufficient cause of violence. Arms provide opportunities for
violence, which may not be used.
In some circumstances arms acquisition is a necessary condition for violence. If a group (as is
very often the case) lacks adequate stocks of arms, and it does not wish to expose its
personnel to face extra risks, then arms acquisition is usually needed in order to:
o Escalate the intensity of violence
o Move from a guerrilla to a conventional strategy
o Attack well defended targets
o Start a new armed group
o Sustain fighting over a long period
Controlling arms acquisition by non‐state groups is a vital component of states’ efforts to
prevent violence. States affected by fragility find it difficult to do so.

The implications of these findings are discussed in the concluding section.
The five empirical articles that comprise the dissertation are:






‘Conflict Specific Capital: The Role of Weapons Acquisition in Civil War’
‘Lethal Instruments: Small Arms and Deaths in Armed Conflict’
‘Arms and Insurrection: How Opposition Groups Create Military Capability and the 2011
Libyan Civil War’
‘The Only Thing We Want Is Weapons: Assault Rifle Prices and Conflict Intensity’
‘Reaching for the Gun: Firearms Seizures and Cross‐National Homicide’.
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1. Rationale
In November 1938, Mao Zedong (1965: 224–225) addressed a plenary session of the Chinese
Communist Party at which he outlined the progress of the armed struggle and made some pertinent
remarks about the relationship between arms and violence. Mao stated that every Communist must
“grasp the truth” that “[p]olitical power grows out of the barrel of a gun.” That aphorism is well
known, but Mao elaborated that it mattered who controlled the weapons carried by cadres, and how
that control affected the internal organization of the Communist Party. He stated: “Our principle is
that the Party commands the gun, and the gun must never be allowed to command the Party.” For
Mao, political and revolutionary opportunity came from acquiring weapons, because “Everything in
Yenan has been created by having guns. All things grow out of the barrel of a gun.” Mao, the
professional wielder of violence, highlighted two key themes that can be found throughout this
dissertation: Weapons provide opportunities, and the leadership of a group needs to be able to
control the use of and access to arms by their followers.
It is axiomatic that a group’s destructive potential has an intimate relationship with the initiation,
intensity, duration and outcome of acts of organized violence (be it in the context of armed conflict,
crime or both). While components of that destructive potential include intentions, material needed
for actions like transport or communications, or ‘human factors’ such skills and organization, this
thesis will focus on weapons – specifically, the complex relationship between arms and violence.
The specific relationship between weapons acquisition and violence is often discussed in policy
circles. In many countries, the most politically salient debate often concerns the desirability and
efficacy of domestic regulations concerning firearms. Arms embargoes are used by the United
Nations Security Council as a means to attempt to reduce the intensity and duration of armed
conflict, and arms exports are decried by activists for ‘fuelling’ warfare.1
People make claims about the relationship between arms acquisition and violence that are based on
simplistic assumptions, which can be seen in policy documents and some research (see Section 2 for
more discussion). The two simplistic assumptions that are most commonly seen can be categorized
as:



An amorphous image of pervasive global availability, where ease of access to weapons
causes high levels of violence across the world.
A linear relationship, where more guns equal more death.

Concerning the amorphous image (see Bourne 2007; 33‐35), popular conceptions of the arms trade
(including statements by governments, NGOs and international organizations concerned about the
extent of armed violence) often assume that there is a vast global stock of weapons which are easily
available to all that want them. Such assumptions draw media attention and mobilize constituencies
of activists, NGOS and governments. Similar assumptions can also be found in the body of research
on ‘new wars’. For summaries of such assumptions, see Bourne 2007: 34–39; Jackson 2010: 133–137
and Articles 1, 3 and 4 in this dissertation).

1

For example, Amnesty International (2019) notes that its campaign “calls on its supporters around the world
to demand that all states stop the flow of arms that are fuelling war crimes and serious human rights violations
in Yemen.”
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A recent example of the amorphous image can be found in a major 2018 document on disarmament
and arms control (UNODA 2018), which was launched by UN Secretary‐General António Guterres and
states that:
Owing in no small part to the widespread and increasing availability of military‐grade and
improvised weapons, armed conflicts have become protracted, more complex, more
disruptive and more difficult to recover from. Non‐State actors are increasingly well
equipped, owing to poorly secured stockpiles or to transfers from the illicit market or from
States. (UNODA 2018: 33).
The document (2018: 42) goes on to state that:
United Nations bodies have clearly recognized the direct correlation between the over‐
accumulation of arms and armed violence. […] There are benefits to be gained from
examining how understandings of the impact of arms, especially excessive and destabilizing
accumulations, can be incorporated into analyses of risk.
The “widespread and increasing availability” and similar statements in the first paragraph suggest an
assumption that military‐grade arms are easily found across the world (‘widespread’), and that it has
become easier to obtain such weapons (‘increasing’). The paragraphs also assume that such easy
availability has a relationship with violence – that it is a cause of more protected, complex, and
disruptive conflicts, and that there is a relationship between ‘over‐accumulation’ of arms and
violence. Finally, it is assumed that ‘excessive’ accumulations or arms can be ‘destabilizing’, an
assumption that too many arms in a location can be a cause of conflict.2
From an altogether different political perspective, when the National Rifle Association (NRA) and
other gun rights advocates in the United States and elsewhere argue that since it is trivially easy for a
criminal to obtain arms, the only defence is for the citizen to own a firearm of their own, they also
implicitly assert that widespread, easy availability of arms increases the likelihood of someone being
a victim of violence’ (Parker 2013).
As well as being incorrect, the ‘amorphous image’ of a pervasive, global illicit arms market described
by Bourne (see Sections 2.2.1 and 5.2) serves to focus attention away from arms and toward
motivations and other aspects of mobilization. If it is assumed to always be trivially easy to obtain a
weapon, then arms acquisition does not explain factors such as the intensity of violence or its
initiation, duration or outcome.
A different and somewhat contradictory set of widely held assumptions is that instead of arms being
easy to obtain everywhere, there is a linear relationship between the number of arms present in a
society and the level of violence. Cukier and Sidel (2006:47) summarize this relationship with the
phrase “more guns equal more deaths” (authors describing such a linear relationship are summarized
in sections 2.5.1 and 3.4). Such an assumption has the attraction for research that arms availability is

2
The term ‘destabilizing accumulation’ of arms has a reasonably long diplomatic history, dating back to 1991.
See UN General Assembly resolution A/RES/46/36 General and complete disarmament which calls for inter alia
preventing “the excessive and destabilizing accumulation of arms, including conventional arms, in order to
promote stability and strengthen regional or international peace and security”.
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variable, and so could be used as an independent variable to explain the intensity of violence (or
other similar dependant variables).
There is some empirical evidence for more arms being associated with higher levels of violence. The
‘domestic gun control’ research community (see Section 2.5.1) has found evidence of such a
correlation between arms availability and homicide, albeit in and between a small number of
Western states and within the United States.
A similar relationship has been suggested between arms availability for non‐state groups and conflict
onset. Collier et al. (2003: 70, 88), for example, refer to arms as being essential ‘conflict‐specific
capital’ that is usually very difficult to obtain. They make the plausible suggestion that the often
observed reoccurrence of warfare after it has subsided (eg in the years after a peace agreement) is
partly explained by the presence of large stocks of arms available to non‐state groups in conflict‐
affected countries. Killicoat (2007) provides some support for this view with his finding that
comparatively low prices for Kalashnikovs (which are assumed to be proxy for availability) are a risk
factor for conflict onset (see also Collier 2009: 103–120); and Bara (2017) links the proliferation of
arms from war zones to the spread of armed conflict across borders to neighbouring countries.
The point of departure of this dissertation is that the relationship between arms acquisition and
violence is more complex than the two common narratives outlined above, namely: the ‘amorphous
image’ of an easy, global availability of illicit arms, where this availability leads to violence; and the
linear relationship, where ‘more guns equal more deaths’. The remainder of this section briefly sets
out the reasons why.
First, the availability of arms is unlikely to have an effect on violence without a motivation to use
them. If the intent to commit acts of violence were fairly constant over time and between different
regions and societies, then the availability of arms might well explain differing levels of violence. But
such stable motivation is highly unlikely. Societies are able, in some cases, to govern weapons
acquisition, possession, or use and limit violence either through formal laws and regulations, through
norms and informal authority, or most effectively through both these measures working in concert
(see Greene and Macaspac (2012:154‐159); and Greene and Marsh 2012b: 258–260; and Sagawa
2010, 2018). The presence of weapons does not mean that they will be used.
Second, the great majority of weapons considered by this dissertation (see Section 1.2.2) are not
usually used to kill, injure, or intimidate. If only a small minority of arms are actually used in acts of
violence, then assumptions of a relationship between societal‐level availability and violence become
more tenuous. For example, Karp (2007) estimates that 250 to 290 million firearms are in civilian
ownership in the United States. In 2007, there were 12,632 homicides committed with a firearm, and
a further 554,800 victims of non‐fatal violence committed with firearms (Planty and Truman 2013: 2).
Even if the homicide of each victim involved a separate gun (which is unlikely), only a small
proportion of one per cent of firearms present in civilian possession in the United States in 2007
could have actually been used to commit acts of violence.
Similarly, in Afghanistan, one of the most intense contemporary armed conflicts, the number of
armed members of the Afghan security forces vastly exceeded the number of Taliban deaths. At the
end of December 2016, the Afghan National Army had 167,822 personnel, and the Afghan National
Police (which is also involved in counter‐insurgency) had 147,955 personnel (Department of Defense
4

2017), most of whom should have been issued with a firearm. Karp (2007) estimates that there are
around 1,000,000 firearms outside of state stocks in Afghanistan, and that number would likely have
increased by 2016. Meanwhile, the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) recorded mortality in
state‐based violence (ie fighting involving government troops) at 18,859 deaths in 2016. The number
of guns in Afghanistan exceeded the number of conflict deaths by orders of magnitude.
The explanation for large proportions of arms not being used in violence is that in general, violent
acts with weapons are committed by a small minority of the population. For example, Karp (2010a)
estimates that gangs engaged in criminal activity and non‐state groups involved in political violence
together possess about 0.4 to 1.3 per cent of all small arms in the world (the rest being possessed by
other civilians or by governments). The above members of the Afghan security forces, and Taliban
fighters, are just a very small proportion of the circa 35 million population of Afghanistan.
Small quantities of weapons can be destabilizing in vulnerable societies. For example, Kolbe and
Muggah (2011) present the results of a household survey in Port‐au‐Prince, the capital of Haiti, which
shows that 2.3 per cent of households contained firearms. Such a low level of firearms ownership
resembles that found in several low violence countries such as England and Wales, Poland or Japan
(van Kesteren 2013: 7). Nevertheless, the reported homicide rate for 2012 in Haiti was 10 per
100,000, while it was at 1 per 100,000 or lower in those other three countries. Atwood, Glatz and
Muggah (2006: 43 ) reiterate that “a small number of weapons can have a devastating impact” when
they point to 2004 estimates that in the whole of the Solomon Islands, there were only an estimated
3,500 firearms – in a country that had been wracked by ethnic violence from 1998–2002, leading to
20,000 people being internally displaced.
Overall, contemporary violence is usually characterized by a small proportion of the population of a
country being directly involved in multiple acts of violence, rather than violence being diffused
throughout society (see also Section 3.2). As is shown in the remainder of this dissertation, fragile
and conflict‐prone areas that experience high levels of violence often do not contain relatively high
numbers of firearms – while some countries with low levels of homicide also have high levels of
personal possession of firearms (see especially Sections 1.22, 2.5.1, Article 5; and Karp 2018 on
firearms stocks).
Third, amorphous assumptions of a global stock of arms available to non‐state groups are contrary to
empirically based research. This research shows that there is not a vast and fluid stock of arms
flowing around the world; instead, weapons are often scarce and illicit markets are embedded in
national and regional economies (see the remainder of this dissertation, and, for example, Bara
2018; Bourne 2007; Chivers 2011: 381; Duquet 2009; Duquet and Goris 2018; Hazen 2013; Jackson
2010; Marsh 2015; Moore 2012; and Strazzari and Tholens 2010, 2014). A contribution of this
dissertation is to further criticize the amorphous image.
Fourth, a linear societal‐level relationship does not hold up empirically. Prominent cross‐national
studies on homicide and firearms are summarized in Article 5. Positive cross‐national findings have
usually been based upon a small sample of developed states. Firearms availability may explain some
of the variation in homicide within a group of fairly similar developed states (that also have quite
similar homicide rates), though not consistently in all studies. With one exception, studies of larger
samples which include developing countries (with much higher levels of homicide) do not show a
significant relationship between firearms availability and homicide. Importantly, the two papers with
5

the largest samples find a negative relationship between homicide and firearms availability (Kontya
and Schaeferb 2012; Wolf, Gray and Fazel 2014). Wolf, Gray and Fazel (2014: 225–6) provide an
explanation for the finding that there is a negative relationship between homicide and firearms
possession when they state that “gun ownership was associated with higher income, which itself was
associated with lower homicide levels”. The most developed countries have both low levels of
homicide and affluent populations that can afford to buy many firearms for hunting, sport and
recreation. High levels of homicide are found in developing countries where households often can’t
afford to buy firearms for recreation (but where guns fulfil a more vital role as tools to provide a
livelihood via hunting or private security, or to protect the household). Nowak (2015: 80) similarly
notes in a summary of research that “attempts to identify relationships between firearm violence
and firearm possession through cross‐national comparisons have yielded inconclusive results”, and
he highlights the “comparatively low” civilian possession in Central America, South America and the
Caribbean (with the highest homicide levels) and “much higher” possession in Europe (which has low
homicide rates).
Concerning armed conflict, high societal‐level arms availability does not appear to be a necessary
condition for the initiation of armed conflict. Article 3 shows that in Libya, the fighting was started in
a country which before the war had low levels of civilian arms availability; instead, at the start of the
war, opponents of Qaddafi and other members of the population in general were able to obtain the
contents of large government arms deports (for other examples see Jackson 2010). More generally, a
comparison of Karp’s (2007) estimates of firearms in civilian possession, and conflict onset after
2007, shows that the other states that subsequently experienced conflict onset (Algeria, Djibouti,
Egypt, Ivory coast, Lebanon, Malaysia, Mali, Mauritania, Russia, Syria and Ukraine)3 also had
comparatively low levels of civilian arms possession.4 In particular, Karp (2007) ranks Egypt and Syria
respectively, at 115 and 112 lowest civilian arms possession in the world. It is likely that pre‐existing
stocks of arms make it easier to initiate a new phase of fighting. However, if people are sufficiently
motivated then they can obtain the relatively small numbers of arms needed to actually initiate the
fighting.
Finally, causality concerning violence and acquiring or possessing arms is complex. A group intending
to commit an act of violence may acquire arms beforehand, and pre‐existing stocks of weapons may
make that violence easier to commit, or more injurious. The picture becomes more complicated
when one considers that violence is likely to stimulate demand for arms. Groups operating in violent
areas may obtain arms for self‐protection. For violence to escalate, more people may need to be
armed, or more powerful weapons obtained. A security dilemma might prompt one group to obtain
arms as a response to another having done so (Green and Marsh (2012b: 257–8).
To sum up, neither common assumptions about an amorphous image of widespread and increasing
arms availability, nor about a linear relationship between arms present in society and violence

3

Data on conflict onset drawn from Uppsala Conflict Data Program UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset version
17.2, accessed from http://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/ 28 April 2018.
4
Djibouti, Egypt, Ivory coast, Lebanon, Malaysia, Mali, Mauritania, Syria are all estimated to have civilian arms
possession at below 5,000 firearms per 100,000 people, and Algeria, Russia and Ukraine are between 5,000 and
10,000 per 100,000. Lebanon is the highest, with circa 21,000 firearms per 100,000 people. For comparison,
Karp (2007) estimates civilian firearm possession at 88,200 per 100,000 in the United States, 45,700 in
Switzerland and 31,600 in Sweden.
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explain armed conflict or global variations in homicide. The puzzle is, then: if there is not a global
cascade of arms, and societal availability does not explain the level of violence, what is the
relationship between groups acquiring arms and violence? The remainder of this dissertation
investigates this overarching question, and a key contribution is to describe the great variation in
how easy or difficult it is to obtain arms. The next section presents six specific sub‐questions that
examine aspects of the overall relationship.

1.1. Research questions
The overarching research question is: what is the relationship between arms acquisition by non‐state
groups and violence?
Despite arms having an intimate relationship with violence, the relationship presented in the above
research question has not received comprehensive attention from scholars (see Section 2). The lack
of an established body of existing research, particularly concerning countries affected by fragility
where most violence takes place, means that this desertion exploratory. Its aim is to contribute
findings that can be developed through further research.
The approach taken in this dissertation is that the overarching research question can best be
addressed by shifting the level of analysis from societal‐level availability of weapons to the groups
that intend to commit acts of violence (for more on levels of analysis and research on arms
acquisition, see Bourne 2007: 43–52).
The groups that this dissertation focuses upon are non‐state groups, rather than state forces. There
are three reasons for this. First, non‐state groups are likely to be responsible for much more violence
than state forces. This assumption can be made because deaths from homicide far outnumber
deaths due to state repression or warfare (see Krause and Nowak 2015, Section 1.2.1) and groups
play a central role in the countries with the highest homicide rates (see Section 3.2); furthermore,
the most common and most violent form of contemporary warfare is intrastate war, in which groups
fight against state forces or each other (Pettersen and Eck 2018).
Second, focusing the lens on acquisition by non‐state groups provides a better point of departure for
teasing out the complexity of the relationship than acquisition by states. Acquisition by states can be
summarized as being a function of government policy, finances, industrial base and military doctrine
(see Krause 1992: 26–32). Alternatively, acquisition by non‐state groups is much more complex. This
is partly due to variation in their financial resources, strategies and capacity, but also because
acquisition by them is usually illegal. A raft of state law enforcement and military forces are usually
deployed to prevent them from obtaining weapons. As such, groups cannot simply acquire arms,
even if they possess the necessary financial resources. There is much more variation in arms
acquisition than is found among states.
Third, as shown in Section 2, there has been little prior research on how acquisition by non‐state
groups affects violence carried out by them.
The overarching research question is supplemented by six further sub‐questions:
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1) To what extent is arms acquisition essential for a group to use violence?
Arms acquisition provides the acquirer with opportunities to commit acts of violence or destruction.
Whether or how those opportunities are used also depends upon intentions, in particular, a group’s
strategy and tactics, and those of its adversaries. Weapons are rarely absolutely essential for an act
of violence to take place (which can be carried out with fists or found objects). What they offer
instead is the opportunity for a group to cause more destruction with fewer risks to its own
personnel. This question examines the extent to which a group needs to obtain weapons before it
can initiate or escalate a conflict.
This question is addressed in all of the articles in this dissertation.

2) How easy or difficult is it for groups to obtain arms?
There is great variation in the ease by which a group can obtain the arms needed to execute its
desired strategy. The remainder of this dissertation examines the effects of that variation upon
violence. An important reason why the variation occurs is that acquisition methods and processes
matter. Obtaining arms is not simply a matter of raising finance. States regulate and prohibit the
production, trade and possession of weapons. All but the most basic firearms cannot easily be
supplied in bulk by the local population where the group operates. Instead, illicit arms acquisition
requires that groups obtain those weapons from specific sources (most commonly via appropriation
from state stockpiles, a donor or trafficking). They may have to set up complex international arms
supply networks. A key strategy for counter‐insurgency and law enforcement is to deny non‐state
groups access to weapons. This question looks specifically at whether different forms of arms
acquisition are feasible, and what resources or skills are needed to obtain arms.
The ease or difficulty of obtaining arms is addressed in all of the articles in this dissertation.

3) How does arms acquisition affect mortality or injury?
This question looks specifically at the effect that different forms of arms acquisition (which may
provide varying quantities and types of weapons) has on violence. Groups use weapons that are
available (and try to acquire others if they are desired). The type and quantity of arms affect the
destructive potential of a group (along with other factors such as motivation, communications or
training). A group that possesses hundreds of tanks, such as the Ukrainian separatists, has a greater
destructive potential than a group solely armed with bladed weapons (though whether that potential
is realized depends upon other factors, such as intentions, strategy and the military capacity of their
opponent). As is shown in Section 3.2, and elsewhere in this dissertation, the ease of illicit acquisition
by groups via trafficking, donors or appropriation from state stockpiles has a greater effect on their
opportunities for violence than the total number of arms present in a society.
The effect of arms acquisition on morality or injury is addressed in all of the articles in this
dissertation.
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4) How does arms acquisition affect groups’ strategies?
Strategy concerns the application of a group’s resources in order to achieve a goal. A successful
strategy is likely to be one in which a group has correctly assessed available resources, chosen the
best methods, and, crucially, calibrated achievable goals. Adequate acquisition of arms and
ammunition is a necessary condition for most strategies involving violence, especially if a group
intends to use a conventional military strategy of taking and holding territory.
A group’s destructive potential compared to that of its enemies will affect how that group operates –
perhaps as part of a carefully thought out strategy, or through vicissitudes of combat which present
opportunities or defeats. In particular, lack of weapons (concerning overall quantity or specific types)
limits a group’s options. Even if it is motivated, organized and mobilized, a group of people need
arms in order to fight, or to attempt to control a population or territory. Lack of weapons will likely
lead to a group facing defeat and losses of personnel, or more commonly for it to adapt by choosing
a strategy in keeping with its resources – such as using concealment or dispersal to hide from a more
powerful enemy, or even by choosing a non‐violent strategy. This question focuses upon the initial
development of an armed non‐state force, and whether a group chooses a guerrilla or conventional
strategy (in which it attempts to control territory and populations).
How arms acquisition affects group’s strategies is addressed in Articles 1, 3 and 4.
5) How does arms acquisition affect the fragmentation of an insurgency?
If the leadership of a group can control the members’ access to arms and ammunition, the leaders
are better able to impose discipline. Furthermore, in an environment of scarcity, it will be difficult for
others to form new groups. Conversely, as was found in Iraq in 2003 and in Libya during 2011, if
group members can easily obtain arms, they can cross one important threshold to creating new
groups. Easy availability of arms is associated with conflicts that contain a larger number of
competing groups. This question examines how the fragmentation (or fractionalization) of an
insurgency, or the number of different groups involved, is affected by the ease by which a potential
group could obtain arms.
The effect of arms acquisition on fragmentation is addressed in Articles 1, 3 and 4.

6) How does state governance affect arms acquisition?
The role of the state in controlling and regulating arms is most apparent in developed states in which
there is an effective monopoly over the legitimate use of force. There, the United States excepted, it
is very uncommon for people in urban environments to see a firearm (unless carried by a police
officer). Even in rural areas, civilian firearm ownership for sport or recreation is usually regulated to
the least powerful models (compared to those used by state forces). Illicit arms acquisition is limited
to a small number of people involved in criminal organizations. States affected by fragility (with weak
security governance) find it much more difficult to regulate weapons. Higher levels of illicit trafficking
appear to be associated with higher levels of killing. In the most extreme cases of state collapse (as
occurred in Libya and Iraq), arms are freely appropriated from state stockpiles. If a state has little or
no control over the possession and use of arms in much or all of its territory, then groups that are
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motivated to commit acts of aggression will easily obtain powerful tools of violence – and so will not
be limited by a lack of weapons. This question examines how states use legal and military means to
prevent groups acquiring arms, and the effectiveness of those measures. State governance provides
the context within which an acquisition of arms by non‐state groups takes place.
The effect of state governance on arms acquisition is addressed in Articles 1, 3, 4 and 5.
Answering the question of how arms acquisition relates to violence necessarily entails a need for
some delimitation and discussion about the scope of inquiry. Below, I discuss the major concepts
encompassed by the above research questions and define them for the context of this thesis.

1.2. Scope
This section defines and discusses several of the key terms used in the dissertation that demand
further contextualization and clarification, namely: violence, arms, acquisition, groups, and
governance. A discussion on the more theoretical concepts and assumptions used in this dissertation
can be found in Section 3.
1.2.1. Violence
There has been a long‐running general discussion within academia on definitions of violence. Forms
of violence that have been examined by researchers include physical force as well as concepts of
structural, institutional or cultural violence that impede people’s potential for development and self‐
actualization (for a summary, see Imbusch 2003).
This dissertation uses a ‘brute force’ definition of violence, which is defined as: the actual or
threatened use of non‐consensual physical force that causes injury to another person or damage to
an object. Such a narrow definition lies at the core of other wider understandings of violence
(Imbusch 2003: 23). This definition is used as there will very likely be a closer relationship between
the acquisition of weapons and physical violence than with other forms of violence which do not
cause injury.
Actual or threatened injury or damage when carried out by groups (see Section 1.2.4) is likely to be
part of an act of coercion. While there are of course exceptions, violence carried out by groups is
likely to be instrumental (see Section 3.2), carried out to provide a benefit or advantage, and so
would involve coercing others.
Wider definitions of violence are, of course, not irrelevant. Arms play an important role in
explanations of the prevalence of suicide and other self‐directed violence. Similarly, the trade in
weapons has long been linked to structural violence, as it is seen as a contributor to excessive
military expenditure which harms development (see for example Eide and Thee 1980), and the arms
trade has been associated with other forms of social malaise, such as corruption (eg Holden et al.
2017). But these important issues are beyond the scope of this dissertation.
The most reliable measure of levels of violence between areas and over time is the homicide rate.
Comparison of other forms of violence (eg non‐fatal injury or threats) is much more difficult. There
are differences in the willingness of people to report incidents to the police or seek medical attention
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(for example, sexual violence is usually significantly under reported). Even if they want to, many
countries lack the capacity to monitor and publish acts of violence or injuries.
The most recent in‐depth comparison of mortality from different forms of violence is by Krause and
Nowak (2015), who show that between 2007 and 2012, the global annual violent death toll was at
least 508,000 people (a rate of about 7.4 per 100,000 population). That number is comprised of
“approximately 70,000 direct conflict deaths, 377,000 intentional homicides, 42,000 unintentional
homicides, and 19,000 deaths due to legal interventions.” (2015: 51). Numbers of violent deaths
fluctuate year on year, but it is very likely that the balance observed by Krause and Nowak – that
homicides greatly exceed direct conflict deaths – has been present throughout most years in the
post–Cold War period (for similar findings concerning the balance between homicide and direct
conflict mortality, see for example Butchart and Mikton 2014; Fearon and Hoeffler 2014; and Krug et
al. 2002). There has been a long‐term decrease in the number of direct conflict deaths since 1945
(see Article 2), and a well‐documented long‐term decline over hundreds of years in homicide in
Western Europe and North America, and other developed states such as Japan or Australia (see
Article 5). However, research is absent concerning such long‐term homicide trends in most
developing countries (where the great majority of contemporary homicide takes place).

1.2.2. Arms
The terms ‘weapons’ and ‘arms’ are used interchangeably in this dissertation. In general usage, a
weapon or arm can be any object designed or used to inflict injury or physical damage. This
dissertation uses a narrower definition. Arms are defined as: any specialized instrument whose
primary use is to cause non‐consensual physical injury or destruction of objects. In some cases, people
have used non‐specialized items – for example, kitchen knives – and they are defined in this
dissertation as being ‘improvised weapons’.
A weapon can be made in a factory or produced by artisans. A new weapon can be produced by
combining or adapting existing items (such as by making a bomb by combining ammonium nitrate
fertilizer, diesel fuel and a detonator). This dissertation focuses upon: arms made to military
specifications; weapons used by state security forces; and similar arms that are used by civilians.
Those weapons are a focus because they have primarily been designed to kill or injure (in contrast to
being a piece of sports equipment) and so have a predominant role in armed conflict, and in areas
affected by high levels of other forms of violence carried out by groups.
Weapons considered by this dissertation include firearms designed to kill or injure that can lawfully
be owned by civilians in many states, specifically: semi‐automatic pistols, rifles and shotguns;
revolvers; and other shotguns and rifles designed for hunting. Not considered are firearms specially
designed for target shooting, or antique firearms. Knives are also not considered, due to the difficulty
in disaggregating in data sources ones designed for combat from those designed for other purposes.
The type of weapons most often used by non‐state groups are small arms and light weapons (SALW)
(out of a wide literature, see for example Sislin et al. 1998: 401–404; see also Article 1). Researchers
often draw upon a definition provided in a UN (1997) panel of experts report, which reads:
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Small arms or firearms are carried by an individual: which include revolvers and pistols;
shotguns and rifles; craft or artisanal produced firearms; military (assault) rifles; sub‐ and
light machineguns.
Light Weapons are operated by a crew and can be carried on light vehicles, and include:
heavy‐machineguns; grenade launchers; anti‐aircraft guns; recoilless rifles; portable anti‐tank
and anti‐aircraft missile and rocket launchers; mortars.
Ammunition and explosives including: ammunition for small arms and light weapons; single
use anti‐tank or anti‐aircraft missile or rocket systems; cartridges for small arms; grenades;
landmines; explosives.
The dissertation focuses upon the arms that are being acquired by groups involved in violence. In
practice, the most widely used weapon is the firearm, and so Articles 4 and 5 exclusively focus upon
that type of weapon. Articles 1, 2 and 3 mainly consider the acquisition and use of firearms, but also
consider other weapons if they have been acquired by armed groups.

1.2.3. Acquisition
Acquisition is an activity that plays a central role in this dissertation, and it concerns the means and
processes by which weapons are obtained. Unlike some forms of general usage of the term, in this
dissertation, acquisition does not imply that a weapon has been purchased or that the acquirer has
lawful ownership. In this dissertation, acquisition occurs when a member of a group takes possession
of a weapon or otherwise has it under their control.
There are different methods by which groups acquire arms: the most common covered in this
dissertation are: trafficking (unlawful transfer of arms from one party to another); appropriation
from state stocks (eg taking arms from depots, capturing arms on the battlefield, corrupt sale); and
donation (sponsors could include a foreign intelligence service or ministry of defence, a local
business leader, the government of the state in which the group operates, or members of a
diaspora).
Different forms of acquisition can provide different types of weapons and ammunition, and different
volumes. For example, a common form of acquisition is via the ‘Ant Trade’, whereby many separate
instances of trafficking each move small quantities of arms, with a large cumulative effect. Captured
military bases or depots can make large quantities of arms available at once. A foreign donor may
restrict supplies in order to influence the recipient parties. For more information on different
methods of acquisition by non‐state groups, see Bourne (2007: 22–27, 143–171) or Marsh (2002:
221–226; 2018).
This dissertation focuses upon acquisition by armed groups. Arms are also acquired by individuals for
hunting, recreation and personal protection. Such acquisition is important but is beyond the scope of
this dissertation.
Acquisition has been chosen as a focus instead of possession. The quantity and quality of a group’s
arms are a ‘dynamic’ factor which could change radically over time in response to other factors –
such as a group’s tactics or strategy, the capacity of state security forces, or the formation of other
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groups (see Cook and Lounsbery 2017: 11–28). The focus of this dissertation has been upon this
dynamic aspect (namely acquisition). Changes in possession (eg that a group has more arms or of
better quality) usually occur as a consequence of acquisition (or the lack of it).

1.2.4. Groups
Unlike more general definitions of groups, the groups under consideration in this dissertation are
willing to use force to achieve their objectives and are not under state control (drawn from ICHRP
1999: 5–7). A group may be more or less organized or hierarchical, and a division between members
and non‐members may be strictly enforced or more fluid. It does have the characteristic that its
members recognize that they belong to a group of people who have a common purpose. Especially in
states affected by fragility (see Section 1.2.5), there can be a blurred division between armed groups
under state control, and those that are not (see Tapscott 2019, especially pp. 6–7).
Groups under consideration in this dissertation can have different relationships to the state: some
may be in open opposition to it, or regarded as criminals, while others may be aligned with it. Armed
opposition groups or criminals operate unlawfully. State‐aligned vigilantes or community protection
groups who are not under state control often operate in a grey area in which their actions are not
lawful but they are ignored or encouraged by law enforcement and criminal justice agencies.
Groups that comply with specific state regulations and can lawfully obtain arms without difficulty are
beyond the scope of this dissertation, as they are under state control (for example, sport shooting
clubs). Similarly, armed private security organizations are beyond the scope of this dissertation if
they are fully regulated. In other cases, private security may operate in a grey area similar to
vigilantes, in which they do not operate lawfully but are officially tolerated or encouraged (if so, like
vigilantes, they are within the scope of this dissertation).
Members of criminal or rebel groups fear being killed or arrested, and even those aligned with the
state may be persecuted if their patron falls out of favour or the government decides to restrict their
activities. All groups that are prepared to use physical force are therefore very different from other
(non‐violent) groups, as they face a trade‐off between security (usually found via secrecy and
concealment) and effectiveness (for more, see Morselli 2009: 63–71). The trade‐off means that
groups often need to conceal their activities, and relationships have to be based upon trust. Doing so
helps prevent death, injury and capture, but concealment has a negative effect upon effectiveness.
For example, as discussed in Section 2.6, a group involved in civil war faces a choice as to whether to
give up the security of concealment afforded by a guerrilla strategy and instead openly try to control
territory or populations.
Armed groups that do not envisage using or even threatening violence are beyond the scope of this
dissertation. Examples of such groups include clubs or societies concerned with: hunting or sport
shooting; collecting or restoring antique or other notable arms; and re‐enacting battles and other
historical events. Such groups are popular in many countries, and collectively, their members would
often outnumber by far members of groups that use arms for violent ends. Such ‘non‐violent’ armed
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groups are fully regulated by the state and so their arms can be thought of as lying within a state’s
‘monopoly of legitimate physical violence’ (see Section 3.3).

1.2.5. Governance
In the context of this dissertation, governance concerns the process of forming and enforcing rules
concerning human behaviour. It includes but is much wider than the actions of state governments,
and also encompasses the roles played by traditional, customary and other non‐governmental forms
of legitimate authority, and by non‐state armed actors if they also make and enforce rules.
Concerning arms, governance is multi‐level, including international organizations and international
NGO coalitions and coalitions of states; national governments and institutions; and local government
and forms of customary authority (see Greene and Marsh 2012c). Further discussion of governance
as a theoretical perspective can be found in Section 3.3.
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2. State of the art: existing knowledge and lacunas
This section summarizes research on arms acquisition and violence. I first provide a brief summary of
research on the extent of the use of arms in violence. I then identify five bodies of work that have
contributed to knowledge about the relationship between arms acquisition and violence: (i) arms and
interstate conflict; (ii) arms and intrastate conflict; (iii) Security Studies; (iv) gun control; and (v)
armed violence in fragile contexts. In sum, I argue that the literature on arms and interstate conflict
is not automatically transferable to the context of non‐state groups. I also point out that the
academic research communities concerned with civil wars and new approaches to Security Studies
have largely ignored the role of arms acquisition (explanations for this absence are briefly considered
in Sections 2.3 and 2.4). There are two research communities that have considered arms – domestic
gun control, and armed violence in fragile contexts. However, research on domestic gun control has
focused its attention on the United States and other developed countries, and the ‘armed violence’
research community has focused much attention on violence and on weapons acquisition by groups,
but not on the relationship between the two. After discussing these bodies of literature, in Section
2.6 I examine the existing knowledge and lacunas concerning the six research sub‐questions (which
were presented in Section 1.1). In addition, Section 2.6 also briefly summarizes other literature that
is relevant to the research sub‐questions (for example, on rebel governance).

2.1. The extent of the use of arms in violence
Concerning the use of arms, globally, just under half (46.3 per cent) of all homicides were committed
with firearms, and bladed instruments (eg knives) accounted for a further 24 per cent; the remainder
were committed with ‘other means’, which include blunt objects, poisoning, strangulation and
physical assault (see Krause and Nowak 2015: 72; UNODC 2013: 64, and Article 5 in this dissertation).
Firearms use in homicide is particularly common in regions such as Latin America and the Caribbean,
which have the highest murder rates, and in other countries with high levels of homicide such as the
Philippines or South Africa (UODC 2013: 65–69). Data on the types of firearms used in crime from
Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States suggest that handguns (pistols and revolvers)
are most likely to be used in crime (see Berman 2012: 7; Bricknell 2008; FBI 2015) because they are
comparatively cheap, light and easy to carry and conceal. The use of more powerful weapons (such
as machineguns, bombs, grenades or rockets) by criminals is rare outside of areas that have already
experienced some kind of collapse in state authority or exceptionally high levels of violence (for
example, organized crime groups in Mexico have used light weapons).
Direct deaths in armed conflict are usually carried out with weapons (of different types), something
examined in detail in Article 2. Armed groups engaged in political violence (including civil warfare)
use a much wider variety of weapons. When faced with a profound asymmetry compared to much
stronger state forces, a group has to rely upon the enduring guerrilla tactics of dispersion and
concealment, usually in marginal areas (mountains, forests or deserts etc) or by using the anonymity
of cities. In such circumstances, groups need small arms and light weapons that are compatible with
a clandestine strategy, arms that are portable, rugged and simple (van Creveld 1991: 297–310).
Opposition groups do sometimes obtain major weapons (see Moore 2012). In contemporary wars,
tanks, other armoured vehicles and artillery have been captured from government stocks in Syria and
Libya (see Article 3), and have been donated to separatists in Eastern Ukraine. In conflicts in which an
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opposition group has captured areas with industrial skills and facilities, as has been seen in Libya and
especially Syria, non‐state groups are able to fabricate armoured vehicles and mortar and rocket
artillery by adapting factory‐made parts and vehicles.
Military aircraft and warships are the most technologically sophisticated weapon systems. These are
usually the most expensive to purchase and difficult to maintain, smuggle or conceal, and so are
almost never used by non‐state groups. Exceptions include remarkably well‐resourced examples such
as the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), or Latin American drug cartels, or cases of ‘quasi
states’ that control large cities and extensive resources even if they have not been accorded
diplomatic recognition (such as in Libya after 2011). Even the LTTE was only able to use adapted
civilian aircraft for military use.
Overall, despite frequent images in popular culture of warlords or villains wielding high technology
weapons, key weapons technology for armed groups was developed by or soon after the Second
World War (especially assault rifles, recoilless rifles and rocket‐propelled grenades). The few
important additions to the insurgent arsenal came in the 1960s with man‐portable surface‐to‐air
missile systems (MANPADS) and guided anti‐tank missiles (ATGW). Many of the technical
developments since the 1940s, especially computerisation, may have decreased the usefulness of
military technology to non‐state groups. As Kaldor (1981) and van Creveld (1992, pp. 297–310) note,
much modern military technology is so complex and expensive that it can’t be used without
extensive infrastructure and crews that have received years of training. Machines have been
developed to destroy other machines, rather than a human combatant concealed in a jungle or city.
The high technology that has made it onto the battlefield includes smartphones used for
communication and to take and upload video footage of victories, and elsewhere satellite phones,
which are used by those who can afford them. Optical technology, such as night vision equipment, is
also used. Non‐state groups also prize more modern portable missiles, though access is limited by
governments and introduction of this technology into a conflict is almost always limited to situations
of state collapse or supply to a group by a donor state (which is usually reluctant to part with the
most up‐to‐date technology). Finally, there have been innovations in the construction of improvised
explosive devices (IEDs), especially concerning the competition in Iraq and Afghanistan regarding the
innovation of technology designed to detonate IEDs and US‐led attempts to locate and jam
communication needed for remote detonation (see Boot 2006: 407–418; Greene and Marsh 2012b
257–8; Marsh 2012: 17–18; Robb 2007: 385–419).

2.2. Research on arms and interstate conflict
The study of interstate conflict has long been a central concern of International Relations (itself
variously viewed as an academic field in its own right, a sub‐field of Political Science, or an
interdisciplinary field). Sub‐fields of International Relations specifically concerned with arms and
warfare include Security Studies and Strategic Studies. Research on arms and security studies is
covered in Section 2.4.
The longstanding body of research on arms and warfare between states has generally emphasized
the importance of the development and procurement of arms and the effect of the deployment of
new military technologies (such research is also considered in traditional approaches to Security
16

Studies, outlined in Section 2.4). In particular, the effects of states procuring and holding arms has a
central place within the field of Strategic Studies (and formerly of Security Studies as well, see
Section 2.4). Many current scholars draw inspiration from Clausewitz, who, for example (1976: 127),
states that:
The need to fight quickly led man to invent appropriate devices to gain advantages in
combat, and these brought about great changes in the forms of fighting. […] Fighting has
determined the nature of weapons employed. These in turn influence the combat; thus an
interaction exists between the two.
The relationship between arms and interstate warfare has been examined in numerous works (for
example, book length studies include: Boot 2006; Buzan and Herring 1998; van Creveld 1991;
O’Connell 1988; Fuller 1945; McNeill 1984); 5 and there is a longstanding body of work on the effects
of arms races on peace and conflict (for example Gibler, Rider and Hutchison 2005) and arms build‐
ups prior to war (for example Pamp, Rudolph and Thurner 2018). The centrality of arms in the
literature concerning war and strategic relations between states can be contrasted to the relative
absence of weapons from research on civil war (as described below in Section 2.3).
This extensive body of work on arms acquisition by states tends to support an answer to sub‐
question 1 (see Section 1.1), that arms acquisition is in general essential to parties engaged in
warfare. Furthermore, the research on states supports the underlying assumption in this
dissertation: namely, that arms acquisition provides opportunities for violence (but does not create it
in itself). The long debate about whether or not arms races or build‐ups lead to interstate conflict (for
a summary, see for example Rider, Findaly and Diehl 2011) reinforces the point made in this
dissertation that weapons acquisition can lead to violence, but only if the parties are motivated to
commit violent acts (see Sections 1 and 3.1).
In other respects, though, the body of work on interstate war is not directly relevant to the study of
arms acquisition by non‐state groups. Except for the very few states that are under embargo, states
can legally obtain weapons via the international arms trade or are able to produce arms domestically.
Arms acquisition is therefore almost always a consequence of governments’ political choices,
domestic financial resources, and technological capacity (see Krause 1992: 26–32).
As is shown in the remainder of this dissertation, acquisition by non‐state groups is very different.
Almost universally, non‐state groups cannot acquire arms lawfully (save perhaps for those weapons
that are regulated by the state and permitted for possession by civilians). In contrast to states,
groups have to steal, smuggle or find a sponsor in order to obtain arms. As is shown in this
dissertation, arms acquisition by groups is rarely just a question of their financial resources – it is very
different to acquisition by states.

2.3. Research on arms and civil war
The relatively new school of civil war studies has mainly occurred within the interdisciplinary field of
Peace and Conflict Studies (or Conflict Studies), or the fields of Political Science or International
Relations, and its sub‐field Security Studies (which is covered specifically in Section 2.4). As befits an
5

Boot and van Creveld do consider counter‐insurgency in addition to state versus state conflict.
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interdisciplinary field, contributions have been made by researchers working from such diverse
backgrounds as anthropology, economics, or sociology. Long overshadowed by the Second World
War and the Cold War, academic research on civil war flowered during the 1990s and has been
further developed during subsequent decades. Key debates have concerned motivations for fighting
(especially greed or various grievances) and how resources are mobilized (for more see Section 3.1
and Articles 1 and 3).
While arms have had a central place in research on war and strategic relations between states,
weapons acquired or used by non‐state forces are mostly absent from the great majority of research
on civil war. Reviews of the literature on arms and civil war can be found in Article 1, and Article 3
also reviews the wider literature by scholars on civil war on how opposition movements create a
military force. This section summarizes the research that has been published by mainstream
researchers on civil wars.
Next, Section 2.3.1 examines approaches to arms and conflict that have emphasized that there are
large stocks of illicit arms that are easily available (see also Section 1). A lacuna exists because the
great majority of research on civil war has not examined arms acquisition by non‐state groups as an
independent variable that could explain aspects of civil war (such as conflict onset, escalation,
intensity, duration or outcome). Those examples that do are highlighted. The review of the literature
by scholars of civil wars concludes with some brief discussion on why such a lacuna exists.
The research community on civil war is defined as those scholars based in universities and publishing
in peer‐reviewed journals or monographs designed for a scholarly audience (a separate body of work
on armed violence in fragile contexts is described in Section 2.5.2). Two book‐length studies on arms
and interstate warfare stand out: Sislin and Pearson’s (2001) Arms and Ethnic Conflict and Bourne’s
(2007) Arming Conflict. Sislin and Pearson (2001) focus upon acquisition and possession of arms by
non‐state groups and examine the role of weapons on the onset of armed conflict; on how conflicts
evolve after onset; and on the resolution of conflicts. They note that the effects of arms acquisition
are varied because while arms acquisition enhances military capacity, the consequences of doing so
are mixed. For example, increased military capacity could lead to a group achieving a military victory
that ends the conflict, or arms supplies could stave off a defeat and prolong the fighting. Bourne
(2007) examines different patterns of arms acquisition by non‐state groups. In particular, Bourne
(2007: 121–238) shows that groups’ arms acquisition is embedded in regional conflict dynamics and
makes an important distinction between ‘top‐down’ armament by a group’s leadership and ‘bottom‐
up’ armament by the combatants themselves.
There have been several quantitative studies of arms acquisition by groups and civil war, which
include: Bara (2017), who links the spread of armed conflict from one country to its neighbours to
the cross border diffusion of arms via transnational networks of rebel fighters; Killicoat (2007), who
finds that relatively low prices for Kalashnikovs (which are assumed to be an indicator for availability)
are a risk factor for conflict onset; and Moore (2012), who finds that rebel acquisition of major
conventional weapons from abroad leads to conflict escalation and deadlier conflicts.
Other authors have used case studies to examine arms acquisition by specific groups, or in certain
conflicts. Jackson (2010) points out that the most fruitful means of arms acquisition for a group
fighting in a civil war is to purloin weapons from the state it is fighting against. He suggests that state
collapse is associated with conflict initiation as state arms stocks are appropriated by the people.
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Marsh (2017) finds that weapons that proliferated out of Libya after the 2011 war were essential for
the initial battlefield gains made by opposition groups in Mali and Sinai during 2012. Sislin and
Pearson (2006) examine arms acquisition and conflict escalation by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE) in Sri Lanka. Sislin et al. (1998) provide an overview of arms use and acquisition by
insurgents. Bevan (2005) examines the relationship between weapons and groups’ options and
internal structures. Building upon Article 1 in this dissertation, Duquet (2009) and Strazzari and
Tholens (2010; 2014) examine respectively the conflicts in the Niger Delta, Israel/Palestine and Libya,
and find that contexts in which arms can easily be acquired are associated with more fractured
insurgencies (see also Article 1 for more). Similarly, Staniland (2010; for example, pages 108–127)
examines the relationship between rebel cohesion and external sources of material support. In
addition, van Creveld’s (1991: 297–310) chapter on ‘real war’ in his book on technology and war
examines the weapons used by insurgents and state forces engaged in counter‐insurgency.
Given the intimate relationship between arms and fighting, it is remarkable that there is not more
research on arms acquisition published by the academic community focusing upon civil war. This
absence is particularly notable when one considers that arms have a central role in how this research
community conceives of conflict. The widely used UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset (UCDP
undated: 1), for example, defines an armed conflict as requiring the “use of arms, resulting in
deaths”.
It is likely that there are three reasons for this lack of attention within the community of scholars
studying civil war. First, as mentioned in Article 1, it has generally been impossible to measure arms
acquisition with the precision that scholars need if they are to include it as a variable in quantitative
studies. Second, researchers who are concerned with motivation (see Section 3.1) may well view
arms acquisition as simply being a symptom of much deeper social, economic or political factors
(Greene and Marsh 2012b: 250). Researchers are often more interested in the political or
humanitarian aspects of warfare than military factors that affect the fighting. Third, as Hazen (2013:
5–15) points out, civil war researchers have tended to assume that resources are fungible. Even some
of those who study resource mobilization have assumed that any kind of resources can be obtained
with enough financing (so it is not necessary to study acquisition of arms or particular kinds of
resources). Instead, as Hazen points out, there is a distinct lacuna in civil war research concerning the
extensive logistics networks needed to supply material resources (including arms) to those non‐state
groups who are fighting.
This lacuna in civil war research is compounded by one body of work, that on ‘New Wars’. This work
is concerned with arms acquisition but makes many incorrect assumptions, as will be discussed in
Section 2.3.1.
2.3.1. New Wars and the amorphous image
At the same time as the interest in civil war was intensifying during the 1990s, a group of scholars led
by Mary Kaldor emerged to coin the term ‘New Wars’, which offered both policy advice and a new
form of fighting (see for example Kaldor 2013, Kaldor 1999, Kaldor and Vashee 1997, Münkler 2005).
Much of the scholarly debate around ‘New Wars’ has focused upon the extent to which warfare has
changed in a fundamental way (Mundy 2011). In this section, I’m concerned with the authors who
identified themselves with the ‘New Wars’ school, and – regarding arms acquisition – a set of policy‐
focused publications that were based upon similar assumptions.
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The ‘New Wars’ academic literature, and associated policy‐focused publications, do emphasize the
role of weapons, but they are built on the assumption that the world is awash with weapons both
lawfully and illicitly acquired (see Sections 1 and 3.4, and Article 4; and summaries by Bourne 2007:
34–39; Marsh 2012: 23–4; and Jackson 2010: 133–137). One aspect of the belief that after the end of
the Cold War arms were everywhere and easy to obtain is the assumption (as also shown in Article 4)
that Kalashnikovs and other military‐style rifles are available anywhere in the world for trivial
amounts of money (such as the price of a chicken).
Bourne (2007: 34–39) and Jackson (2010: 133–137) highlight what Bourne refers to as the
‘amorphous image’ of a ubiquitous global black market that can easily supply weapons (especially
Kalashnikovs) to any part of the globe. Bourne (2007: 34) describes how concerns about flows of
small arms and light weapons (SALW) to conflict has created a dominant and amorphous image of a
vast global stock of arms, which is moved around the world by a “shadowy array of nefarious arms
brokers”. From within the ‘New Wars’ literature, the amorphous image can be summed up by Klare’s
(1999: 16) statement that the “the outbreak of conflict in weak and divided societies is fostered by
an immense worldwide abundance of small arms and light weapons.” For a contemporary example,
see Section 1. Such images of vast stocks of illicit arms being available to armed groups were (and still
are) effective in garnering attention. Allied to an exaggerated image of the number of direct deaths
in warfare (see Article 1), an image is created of developing countries characterized by ubiquitous
violence caused by ubiquitous arms.
This ‘amorphous image’ is challenged in this dissertation, and several other publications (for
example, Bourne 2007, 2012; Jackson 2010; Jackson and Marsh 2012; Marsh 2015). There are two
problems with the amorphous image. First, as the remainder of this dissertation shows, it is
incorrect: both governance over arms and the ease by which they can be acquired is highly variable.
There is not an amorphous, illicit market, and instead illicit arms markets are highly localized and
embedded in local and regional dynamics (see Bourne 2007: 121–238; Marsh 2015). Second, it
inevitably limits analysis of the relationship between arms and violence – if weapons are easily
available everywhere people want them, then arms acquisition is just a question of motivation. Such
an assumption serves to draw attention to the supposed problem of arms proliferation, but also
shuts off a useful area of inquiry.

2.4. Old and new Security Studies
A further body of literature that should be relevant for this dissertation is Security Studies (usually
seen as a sub‐field of International Relations or Political Science). During the Cold War, a key concern
for Security Studies scholars were the effects of the distribution of arms (particularly nuclear
weapons) upon global power relations, arms races, and arms control (and scholars played an
important role in developing game theory). For descriptive criticisms of Security Studies during the
Cold War see for example Booth (1991: 315–316) or Mutimer (2000: 13‐16). Concurrently with the
post‐Cold War concern with conflict taking place within states (see Section 2.3), Security Studies has
been broadened by a variety of new approaches that have emphasized individuals rather than states
(see Burgess 2010).
The acquisition of weapons by non‐state actors was distinctly underexplored in traditional Security
Studies, as that kind of acquisition did obviously affect the balance of power between states during
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the Cold War. However, it is noticeable that while scholars bringing new approaches to studying
security have focused upon the security of individuals, and groups of people below the state level,
those scholars have shown a marked reluctance to analyse the acquisition of weapons used to inflict
violence upon those people. Compared to the piles of Cold War publications on arms acquired by the
superpowers and their allies, the post–Cold War period has seen a shift in attention towards
multifaceted aspects of security within states, and there has been a subsequent dearth of attention
paid to direct physical threats of death and injury – and the weapons used by the assailants (for a
summary, see Krause 2010). Krause (2010: 28) provides an explanation for the lack of attention paid
to arms, in that while the landscape of Security Studies has been reshaped:
Most of these efforts at broadening and deepening move far away from the threat of
physical violence as their central concern, yet still there has to date been little focus given to
the actual ‘instruments’ of insecurity (broadly defined). […] Arguably, the opening of security
studies to new issues such as identity, ontological security, or risk analysis reflects more the
unprecedented condition of safety from the threat of physical violence that is enjoyed by
most Northern societies (and scholars). […] critical and constructivist scholarship shies away
from a focus on the material aspects of insecurity (and hence the ‘instruments’).
There is then a lacuna within Security Studies. Traditional approaches were concerned with how
arms affected relations between states. However, the broadening of the field away from state
security also involved scholars turning away from that previously central preoccupation with the
acquisition and distribution of arms.

2.5. Gun control and armed violence research
The previous sections considered bodies of literature that might have been relevant, but do not
contain a large body of literature on the relationship between arms acquisition and violence. In
contrast, this section examines two research communities that have explicitly examined arms and
violence via hundreds of publications: domestic gun control, and armed violence in fragile states.6
The remainder of the following sections (2.5.1 and 2.5.2) review these two research communities.
Overall, the literature reviews of the two research communities show two important lacunas: the
domestic gun control research community has not focused upon the developing countries where
most violence actually takes place (see also Article 5 and Section 1.2.1); and the ‘armed violence’
research community has produced a lot of research on arms acquisition by groups, and on violence
committed by them, but has produced little research on the relationship between the two (see also
Greene and Marsh 2012c: 81–95).

2.5.1. Domestic gun control research community
The domestic gun control research community is drawn from scholars working in Criminology and
Public Health. Criminology has its origins in the late 19th century and is concerned with the nature
6

See Greene and Marsh (2012c: 81–95) for a longer description of these two occasionally overlapping scholarly
communities, the existence and nature of which are further discussed by Batchelor and Kenkel (2013: 3),
Batchelor and Muggah (2013: 119–121), Greene (2013: 258–260) and Jackson and Marsh (2012: 107–118).
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and control of criminal behaviour. For many decades, criminologists have been concerned with the
relationship between laws and the use of firearms and other weapons in crime, particularly in the
United States (for example Munz 1938; Shed 1958, Zimring 1968). From the 1980s onwards,
especially in the United States, scholars from a Public Health background have emphasized a
preventative approach to gun violence which involves communities and a broad array of policies (for
a summary, see Hemenway 2004: 8–26). While Criminology and Public Health have separate
intellectual heritages, in practice there has been a lot of overlap among researchers working on arms,
many of which have used similar methods or published in journals from both fields. Key debates have
focused on the United States and concern the effect (or lack thereof) of laws, regulations and policies
concerning the availability of arms and their effect upon homicide, injury and crime.
This research community is mostly based in the US, and to a lesser extent in Western Europe or
Australia. It mainly publishes quantitative studies in peer‐reviewed journals, and is focused upon the
relationship between homicide (and other forms of violence), availability of firearms, regulations
concerning civilian gun possession, and other variables such as drug or alcohol use.
The gun control research community offer a rich body of literature that could potentially be drawn
upon to examine the relationship between weapons acquisition and violence. As many members of
this research community work in Medicine, Public Health or in Criminology, in many ways the gun
control research resembles some of the strengths of medical research in general. There is a focus
upon a) systematic and comparable data collection; b) quantitative analysis; and c) making
generalizable findings via meta‐analyses and systematic reviews.
The articles published by the domestic gun control research community resemble a pyramid. At the
bottom, there are large numbers of studies providing rich data on the incidence of violence and the
nature of victims (for example, studies include the use of firearms in siblicide, and homicide‐suicide
among the elderly; and among participants in drug distribution). At the mid‐level are a smaller
number of studies that use quantitative methods to examine the relationship between variables. At
the top are a small number of meta‐analyses or systematic literature reviews that enable the
domestic gun control research community to identify and consolidate general findings.
By far the most important debate within this community has been over the effects of firearm laws
and regulations in the United States – whether homicide and other forms of violence could best be
reduced via more restrictive or more liberal laws (summarized by Spitzer 2017). This research
community has produced persuasive findings that within the United States there is a correlation
between more restrictive firearms regulations and lower levels of homicide (see for example Hepbun
and Hemenway 2004; Miller, Azarel and Hemenway 2007). A limited number of studies on other
Western countries have established an association between more restrictive laws and lower firearms
deaths (eg Chapman, Alpers and Jones 2016 on Australia; Lester 2000 on Canada).
However, earlier systematic reviews of research on the United States noted that it was not possible
to prove causation, as people who lived in already violent neighbourhoods might be more likely to
buy guns for self‐protection (Wellford, Pepper and Petrie 2004: 438). Nor was it possible to conclude
that firearms regulations actually reduced homicide or other violent crimes (Hanh et al. 2005).
Importantly, Morral et al.’s (2018: 53–4) later systematic review of the effects of US regulations does
find ‘limited’ evidence that background checks reduce violent crime and total homicide rates, and
‘moderate’ evidence that they decrease homicides committed with a firearm. Morral et al. (2018:
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175–176) also find ‘limited’ evidence that relaxed laws concerning carrying concealed firearms in
public increase violent crime overall (though evidence of effects upon homicide and firearm
homicide was inconclusive).
The still tentative nature of Morral et al.’s (2018) findings, after decades of research and hundreds of
publications, supports the assumptions in this dissertation that weapons provide opportunities for
violence (rather than act as a causal agent in themselves). More useful to this dissertation have been
several studies on the acquisition and use of arms by gangs and other groups (including illicit
trafficking), which are cited especially in Sections 1, 3, 3.2 and 6.6 (for example Cloward and Ohlin
1960; Cook 1986; van Kesteren 2013; Lemard and Hemenway 2006; Tracy, Braga and Papachristos
2016; Zimring 1969).
The research carried out by the gun control research community is overwhelmingly focused upon the
United States (and a few other Western countries). Writing in the journal Injury Prevention, Alpers
(2002: 262) remarks that, “[t]his journal often publishes papers on gun injury, almost all of them
American.” I identified 330 articles produced by the research community between 2010 and 2016:7
194 were on the United States and a further 56 were on other Western states such as Canada or
Switzerland. Only 62 articles concerned developing countries, and they only covered 24 countries
(Brazil, South Africa and Turkey were covered by several articles each). The remaining 18 articles
were cross‐national studies that examined variables in two or more countries. Such a bias to
developed states is longstanding; it was also found in Greene and Marsh’s (2012c) previous review.
As mentioned above, the great majority of articles produced by the gun control community present
data on the prevalence of violence, and only 80 actually concerned the relationship between arms
availability and violence, and all but ten of them focused upon the United States or other Western
countries. The findings of most of the articles are summarized in Morral et al. (2018).
The reasons for this bias toward developed countries – which, on a global scale, have low homicide
rates – is likely to be due to a combination of researchers living in those countries and the salience of
domestic ‘gun control’ debates, and the relative ease by which it is possible to obtain data on such
developed countries (on the lack of research on developing countries, see also Squires 2014: 7–8).
The bias toward the United States and other similar countries poses a problem for the utility of the
research published by the gun control community for this dissertation. As mentioned in Article 5 and
Section 1, the cross‐national relationship between arms availability and homicide does not hold up in
large samples containing the most violent developing countries. It appears that developing countries
provide a very different context compared to the United States. Developing countries, which are the
focus of this dissertation, contain far fewer guns in civilian ownership (Karp 2018). As important, the
United States has relatively strong law enforcement agencies. The extensive debates on the effects
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of US gun regulations are of limited relevance to countries that are characterized by informal
governance and difficulties actually enforcing laws.
To sum up this section, the mostly United States‐based gun control research community offers some
useful research, especially on trafficking, gangs and weapons. However, the community’s focus upon
the effects of United States laws and policies, and those in a few other Western countries, means
that there is limited relevance for the developing countries that are the focus of this dissertation.

2.5.2. Research community on armed violence in fragile contexts
The final research community to be considered focuses upon armed violence in developing and
fragile states. In contrast to the domestic gun control research community, this research community
doesn’t come from a distinct academic discipline or disciplines (individuals have backgrounds in
diverse fields such as Anthropology, Criminology, Development Studies, Economics, International
Relations, Law, Peace and Conflict Studies and Sociology). It is mainly comprised of people who are
based in think tanks, institutes, research centres, consultancy firms and NGOs in Western Europe and
some developing countries, who publish mainly qualitative research in books, book chapters, and
reports. This research community has a wider geographical and thematic focus than the above‐
discussed community focusing upon domestic gun control, and is concerned with warfare, post‐
peace accord disarmament, and political violence as well as homicide and criminality. It excels in
collection of data and has undertaken difficult fieldwork investigating arms proliferation, armed
groups and violence in developing countries. Perhaps unsurprisingly with such a heterogeneous
group of scholars, the research community does not feature prominent debates, though some
individuals have argued in favour of laws and regulations concerning firearms.
While this research community has produced many rich descriptions of arms proliferation and
violence, it exhibits a lack of interest in examining the relationship between the two. I identified 179
relevant publications from between 2010 and 2016; that relationship was only examined by 14.8 Such
a lack of inquiry into the relationship between arms and violence is longstanding and was also found
in the earlier review of publications by this research community (Greene and Marsh 2012c). It can be
explained firstly by considering that the outputs of this research community are methodologically
heterodox – ranging from interviews with gang members through to analysis of official data – and so
are difficult to aggregate into generalizable findings (Greene and Marsh 2012c: 92–95). Such an
explanation is however partial, as it is possible to review and synthesize heterodox research. A
second explanation is that the great majority of this research community assume that the
relationship between arms and violence is self‐evident and therefore uninteresting (Greene and
8
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Marsh 2012c: 92–95). Instead, research focuses upon describing the victims, governance, distribution
of weapons and other factors, but without explicitly examining the relationship between them.
The publications that do consider the relationship between arms acquisition and violence are drawn
upon in this dissertation. For example, Duquet (2009) and Strazzari and Tholens (2010, 2014)
examine a relationship between arms availability and the fragmentation of an insurgency (see
Sections 2.3, 2.6, 6.5). Hazen (2013; see also Sections 1, 2.6 and 6) argues that in order to fight rebel
groups need to set up complex logistics supply arrangements. Malby (2011: 100) examines the
relationship between arms, groups and violence (see Section 3.2). Ashkenazi (2012) describes the
relationship between governance in states affected by fragility and the use of arms (see Section 3.3).
Gilgen (2012) finds that in Latin America and the Caribbean there is a positive relationship between
the national homicide rate and the percentage of firearms used in homicides (see Section 2.6).
Greene and Marsh (2012b) describe how governance in states affected by fragility can lead to
toleration of violence, or its management (see Sections 1, 3.3). An additional suggestion by Squires
(2014), and not considered in this dissertation, is that the spread of neo‐liberalism around the world
risks also spreading a United States‐style reliance upon individual gun ownership as a response to
crime, with a corresponding effect upon violence. In general, the three ‘Global Burden of Armed
Violence’ publications – Krause, Muggah and Wennman (2008), Krause, Muggah and Gilgen (2011),
and del Frate, Krause and Nowak (2015) – have synthesized research on arms and violence. In
addition, Sections 1, 2, 3 and 6 also draw upon numerous empirical examples drawn from this
research community.
To sum up, this research community has an impressive commitment to data collection, which
includes examples of extensive fieldwork in conflict zones or the use of innovative methods such as
analysis of postings on Facebook discussion groups. Nevertheless, the relationship between arms
acquisition and violence has not been extensively studied or theorized.

2.6. The lacunas and research questions
To summarize the literature review in Sections 2.1 to 2.5, there has been little research on the
relationship between arms acquisition by non‐state groups and violence by scholars studying
interstate conflict, civil wars, or new approaches to Security Studies. The ‘New Wars’ scholars
emphasized arms acquisition but made erroneous assumptions about its ease. The domestic gun
control research community has focused upon the effects of regulations in the United States and
other Western countries, and this research has limited relevance to the developing countries
affected by fragility where most of the violence actually takes place. Finally, the research community
on armed violence in fragile contexts has produced a large amount of empirical material but largely
avoided the relationship between arms acquisition and violence.
The limited number of publications that do consider the relationship between arms acquisition and
violence in developing states affected by fragility is considered in this dissertation and accompanying
articles. The limited amount of pre‐existing research provides a clear opportunity for this dissertation
to extend the frontiers of knowledge.
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The next task is to build upon the above general review, and the remainder of this section considers
the lacunas regarding the six research sub‐questions presented in Section 1.1. In addition to
considering research on arms and violence, these sections also mention other relevant research.

1) To what extent is arms acquisition essential for a group to use violence?
The literature on the extent to which arms acquisition is necessary for acts of violence has two main
perspectives, which are represented by Sislin & Pearson (2001) and Hazen (2013).
Sislin and Pearson in Arms and Ethnic Conflict (2001: 4) write that the effects of arms infusions on
civil wars are complicated – for example, sometimes fighting may erupt without new arms
acquisition, or sometimes new acquisition might not spark new violence. They mention cases in
which arms acquisition precipitated an escalation in the fighting, but others in which acquisition led
to parties seeking a negotiated settlement. Sislin and Pearson (2001: 4) state that their “overall thesis
is that arms, by themselves, are neither necessary nor sufficient to start, escalate, de‐escalate, or
resolve a conflict.” For these two scholars, weapons acquisition is not essential.
A different perspective is taken by Hazen (2013: 172) in What Rebels Want: Resources and Supply
Networks in Wartime. Hazen concludes that all groups fighting in civil wars must develop access to
military, economic and political resources, and so “the strength of a group’s support network
determines its capacity on the battlefield, options available in war, and the preference of the group
to continue fighting or seek negotiations.” Hazen (2013: 8–10) summarizes how if a group is unable
to obtain sufficient resources then its military capacity will be impaired, something that may well
lead to it seeking a ceasefire before it is defeated militarily.
These two perspectives show that there is no consensus, and such questions have not been explicitly
considered by other authors. A key purpose of this dissertation is to examine whether and under
what circumstances arms acquisition is essential for a group. All the articles in this dissertation are
directly relevant to this question.

2) How easy or difficult is it for groups to obtain arms?
Sub‐question 2 also concerns an area in which there is a lack of consensus.
As summarized in Sections 1 and 2.3.1, some authors have assumed that arms are easy to obtain
across the world. Furthermore, as noted in Section 2.3, the lack of research on arms acquisition by
researchers studying civil war can be explained by at least an implicit assumption that resources are
fungible and easily tradable (for example, if financing is seen as a proxy for a group’s ability to obtain
resources such as arms, transport or other goods).
In contrast, other researchers have emphasized that there is considerable variation in the methods
used to acquire arms, and in how bountiful these arms are (in particular Bevan 2005; Bourne 2007,
2012; Duquet and Goris 2018; Khakee and Florquin 2005; Marsh 2015; and for other works see
summaries in Articles 1, 3 and 4 in this dissertation).
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A key purpose of this dissertation is to establish the variability of the ease of arms acquisition. As
such, all the articles contained in the dissertation are directly relevant. Variation would have
profound consequences for the subsequent sub‐questions.

3) How does arms acquisition affect mortality or injury?
This lacuna concerns a sub‐question on which there has been little prior research. As shown in
Sections 2.5.1 and 3.4.1 and Article 6, the effects of societal‐level arms availability upon levels of
homicide has long been considered by the domestic gun control research community. However, this
research has focused upon developed countries with comparatively low levels of violence. Section
2.5.2 outlines how research on armed violence in fragile contexts has generally overlooked the
relationship between arms acquisition and violence.
Examples of research that has linked acquisition and mortality or injury in fragile contexts include
Dube, Dube and Ponce (2013), who examine the effects on mortality of arms trafficked from the US
to Mexico; Gilgen (2012), who reviews research on arms availability and mortality in Latin America;
and Squires (2014: 164–194), who examines the likely effects of what he identifies as the
international spread of liberal firearms regulations. Greene and Marsh (2012b: 255–260) suggest that
there is a relationship between the capacity of states to restrict illicit arms acquisition and the level
of violence within a society. Concerning armed conflict, Moore (2012) finds an association between
external supplies of weapons to non‐state groups and subsequent conflict escalation and higher
mortality (something also found by Sislin and Pearson (2006) concerning Sri Lanka).
Overall, there has been little prior research that includes fragile contexts and focuses upon on the
effects of different types of acquisition (eg licit and illicit) and its ease, upon mortality. This
dissertation addresses this lacuna in all the articles.

4) How does arms acquisition affect groups’ strategies?
The ways that arms acquisition may influence a group’s strategy have received little attention from
researchers, a lacuna addressed by this sub‐question. There is also a wider literature on rebel group
strategies which provides some useful concepts.
This dissertation focuses upon three strategic choices that face groups: 1) whether to initiate
violence (or instead follow non‐violent strategies); 2) whether to escalate violence; and 3) whether to
adopt a guerrilla strategy (by concealment and dispersion) or a conventional one (by taking and
controlling territory). Research concerning these choices is discussed in the remainder of this section.
As outlined in Article 1, external arms suppliers can influence the strategic choices made by the
groups they sponsor.
The most basic strategic decision is whether or not a group should use violence (something examined
extensively by Arreguín‐Toft (2006), without examining the role of arms acquisition). For a group
considering using violence, the acquisition and use of arms presents a potential obstacle. If a group
lacks weapons and the skills needed to obtain and use them, such an obstacle may be one of the
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reasons why a group chooses a non‐violent strategy (see also Section 1). For example, Chenoweth
and Stephan (2011:34–35) note that using arms comprises a ‘physical barrier’ to violent action, which
does not need to be crossed if a non‐violent strategy is used.
Some research does provide some insight into conflict. As noted in Section 1, Collier et al. (2003: 70,
88), Bara (2017) and Killicoat (2007) suggest that easier availability of arms at least increases the
likelihood of conflict initiation. An explanation for their findings is that easier arms acquisition
enables a group to cross a threshold and initiate violence. Sislin and Pearson (2001: 80–81) find that
the situation is complex, however. Groups that initiate rebellion generally have prior access to
significant arms stocks, while groups that do not rebel “generally are not well armed” 2001: 81).
However, Sislin and Pearson (2001: 81) also note examples of conflict initiation by groups that had
little prior armament. Similarly, as noted in Section 1 and Articles 3 and 4, some more recent conflicts
(particularly Libya and Syria) were initiated by groups that initially possessed few weapons. The
extant literature is unclear on how arms acquisition (or the lack of it) affects the decision by a group
to initiate violence.
The second decision concerns escalating violence. Escalation involves a rapid increase in the severity
of fighting, and a non‐state group can choose to escalate by, for example, making more frequent
attacks, using more combatants or deploying more powerful weapons (Sislin and Pearson 2001: 83–
116; 2006). Sislin and Pearson (2001: 83–116) conclude that arms acquisition, particularly of major
weapons, is associated with conflict escalation in some cases, but acquisition is not essential (it is
possible that a group could escalate without acquiring new weapons). Similarly, Sislin and Pearson
(2006) show that in Sri Lanka, escalation was generally correlated with prior arms acquisition by the
LTTE or the government, but there were examples of the LTTE being able to escalate without having
acquired new weapons. Moore (2012) also finds an association between external supplies of major
weapons to non‐state groups and subsequent conflict escalation.
The third decision, usually associated with civil warfare, concerns whether to move from a guerrilla
to a conventional strategy. Out of a large literature on insurgency (see also Article 1), for example
Jones (2017: 35–56) and Kalyvas and Balcells (2010) are concerned with the type of warfare waged
by insurgents, and Jones in his analysis also takes into account the distinction between guerrilla and
conventional strategies.9 Guerrilla warfare involves combatants who use dispersal and concealment
to hide from their foes, while using hit‐and‐run attacks to attrit a much stronger enemy (see also van
Creveld 1991: 297–310). Conventional warfare involves groups that attempt to capture and hold
territory and populations. If a conflict becomes more symmetrical, at least at a local level, then
groups can start to be able to hold territory or control populations. Doing so means that a group has
to give up the protection of concealment (for example, by setting up roadblocks to extract payment
and control access). As outlined in Article 1, holding territory or populations requires that a group at
least have the weapons necessary to repel attacks by government forces, or by other armed groups.
A key decision is when or whether to use a conventional strategy. For French military officer David
Galula (1964: 29–31; 40–41), a conventional strategy imposes an acute need for large‐scale and
varied military supplies. In particular, the “amount and the type of weapons and equipment available
set the limit for the expansion of the insurgent’s regular forces” (1964: 40). That material has to be
9
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captured from the government or obtained from outside, and if not, an attempt to use a
conventional strategy will fail. Similarly, Mao Zedong (1965: 107) states directly that the
transformation from guerrilla to conventional war would require that the guerrillas increase the
number of recruits, and that they be armed with better weapons. However, there has been little
explicit attention paid by scholars to the need for groups to acquire weapons before they adopt a
conventional strategy. In a similar vein, Hazen (2013: 22–24) points out that there is a relationship
between a group’s resources, its military capacity, and what options are available to its leadership. A
group’s leadership does need to accurately assess its options, as choosing badly may lead to defeat.
It appears likely that a non‐state group would need to pass a threshold of military capacity before it
could realistically choose to move from guerrilla to conventional war.
There has been little prior academic research on the role of arms acquisition in the strategic choices
of whether to escalate, or whether to use a guerrilla or conventional strategy. This dissertation
addresses this lacuna directly in Articles 1, 3 and 4.

5) How does arms acquisition affect the fragmentation of an insurgency?
This lacuna concerns the relationship between arms acquisition and the structure of an insurgency –
specifically how fragmented or fractionalized the insurgency is or, in practice, the number of groups
involved.10 Fragmentation, or the lack of it, is assumed to be influenced by arms acquisition in two
ways: obtaining arms is a threshold that needs to be crossed before a new group can be formed; and
external arms suppliers may be able to use their influence to limit fragmentation by only supplying
established groups.
Insurgency fragmentation in general (without considering arms acquisition) has been considered by a
small number of other scholars (for example Cunningham, Bakke and Seymour 2012; Pearlman and
Cunningham 2012; Staniland 2014, especially pages 1–16). Explanations for fragmentation include
pre‐existing ethnic fractionalization (Cunningham 2017: 5–6), groups’ internal organization (Asal,
Brown and Dalton 2012), and the level of state repression (McLauchin and Pearlman 2012). External
intervention has received considerable attention from scholars (for a summary, see Article 4 in this
dissertation) and its role in fragmentation has been considered by Cunningham (2010: 117–8). The
level of fragmentation has been linked to conflicts with longer duration, as it is harder to coordinate
ceasefires and peace accords (Cunningham 2006), or because states attempt to ‘divide and rule’
opposition groups (Cunningham 2011).
There is a burgeoning literature on rebel governance (eg Arjona, Kasfir and Mamiplly 2015; Kasfir,
Frerks and Terpstra 2017; Staniland 2014; Weinstein 2006). However, research on the role of arms in
rebel governance remains sparse. Staniland (2010; for example, pages 108–127) examines the
relationship between rebel cohesion and external sources of material support. The importance of
external arms suppliers is emphasized by Bourne (2007: 212–229) who shows that a group’s
leadership will usually prefer to obtain weapons from multiple sources in order not to be dependent
upon a single supplier. Bourne (2007: 206–237) describes how a group’s leadership acquires arms
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and how forms of external support may enable it to strengthen control over a group’s internal
organizational and logistical structures (2007: 210–212).
Concerning the extent to which arms acquisition is a threshold that needs to be crossed when
forming a new armed group, Bourne highlights cases in which individual fighters obtain their own
weapons. He links this form of arms acquisition to the formation of new insurgent groups (2007:
195–204).
Prior to the publication of Article 1 of this dissertation, there had been no consideration of the role of
arms acquisition in explaining insurgency fragmentation and little consideration of arms acquisition
as a component of rebel governance – a lacuna addressed by this dissertation. The publication of
Article 1 was followed by several other publications that built upon its findings, and they are
summarized in Section 6.5. In addition to Article 1, this dissertation addresses fragmentation in
Articles 3 and 4.

6) How does state governance affect arms acquisition?
The final lacuna concerns the effects of state governance upon arms acquisition. The effect of laws
and regulations has been a central concern for the research community on domestic gun control (see
Section 2.5.1). Restricting arms acquisition by insurgents has also been recommended as a key
counter‐insurgency strategy (for example, see Paul et al. 181–183; or Manwaring 1991: 24).
As mentioned in Section 3.3, longstanding accounts of state formation emphasize an important role
for control over weapons. States that are unable to respond to challenges are said to be affected by
fragility, and one aspect of fragility is an inability to govern the acquisition, possession and use of
weapons (Greene and Macaspac 2012: 150–158; Greene and Marsh 2012b: 255–260).
In Articles 1, 3, 4 and 5, this dissertation addresses a lacuna in existing research concerning the role
of governance on arms acquisition in states affected by fragility, and the effects upon violence.

3. Theoretical perspectives
The aim of this thesis is not to test hypotheses based on existing theory, but rather to collect
empirical data to generate new propositions about the complex relationship between arms
acquisition and violence. I have, however, drawn from existing theoretical ideas to build the
underlying theoretical framework structuring the collection and analysis of the data. Below, I
describe the key theoretical ideas, assumptions, and mechanisms that underly the research
undertaken here.

3.1. Weapons and opportunity
As Bara (2015: 696–699) observes, research on conflict has long featured debates concerning the
explanatory role of incentives or motives for rebellion (such as fighting for the establishment of an
independent nation state), or of opportunities for mobilization that make rebellion possible (see also
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Most and Starr’s 1989: 23–46 opportunity and willingness framework). Conflict is most likely the
consequence of a complex interaction of both (Bara 2015).
Weapons fit into the ‘opportunity’ side of the discussion – and distributing arms is often a key
element of actual mobilization prior to the commencement of fighting. Weapons are specialized
tools whose purpose and effect is to multiply or transcend human strength. The destructive potential
of an individual or group is enhanced through the acquisition of a weapon (such as a pistol), and it
can be further enhanced by acquiring a more destructive weapon (such as a tank). Weapons make it
possible for individuals or small groups of people to coerce larger numbers, as an individual holding a
weapon possesses a greatly enhanced capacity to injure or kill (for more on this point, see Arendt
1969: 41–56; Clausewitz 1976: 127–8; Latour 1994: 30–34). Weapons are unlike other forms of
resources (such as money, clothing or transport) needed by groups engaged in violence, as they
often can’t be supplied by the local population (see Section 1, Articles 1 and 3, or Bara 2017).
Most and Starr (1989: 31–33) describe how the existence and distribution of technology, and
especially weapons, are a key element of the opportunities for forming a military force (described as
concerning the possibilities for action afforded by the environment in which actors operate); and a
similar framework is adopted concerning arms by Sislin and Pearson (2001: 63,88; 2006: 140–1).
Similarly, theories of opportunity have long been present in criminology, especially concerning gang
activities (eg Cloward and Ohlin 1960; Cook 1986); and researchers have long emphasized that the
availability of firearms offers opportunities to commit violent crimes (eg Zimring 1969).
A group’s capacity and opportunities are highly dependent upon the context in which it operates (for
more, see for example van Creveld 1991: 297–310). When fighting against the state, non‐state
opponents are usually weaker in absolute terms with fewer personnel and resources. However, state
forces are usually designed to fight other national militaries and are usually dispersed throughout the
country, and non‐state forces are usually adept at using concealment to ensure that they can avoid
battles that they can’t win. When groups are small or ill equipped, they will try to gain local
advantage over state forces or other groups (for example, via an ambush).
Weapons can best be understood as providing an opportunity for violence, and perhaps allowing a
group a greater variety of options. But whether that opportunity is used also depends upon the
group’s goals and strategies, and the environment in which it operates (the most important element
being the capacity of the state or other opponents). A group may decide to adopt a non‐violent
strategy, especially if it envisages being unable to arm a military campaign. As is shown in the
remainder of this dissertation, the ease by which weapons can be acquired, and so the opportunities
afforded by them, are variable (over time and geography). The nature and importance of groups
involved in committing acts of violence is considered in greater depth in the next section.

3.2. The role of armed groups in explaining high levels of violence
In focusing upon arms acquisition by groups, this dissertation assumes at the least that the
leadership of groups intending to commit acts of violence have goals, and that they at least attempt
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to calculate what capabilities are necessary to achieve those goals. In doing so, they will attempt to
obtain the resources (such as weapons) necessary to achieve those ends.
Such rational decision‐making is though bounded (Simon 1957: 199–200). Decision‐making dynamics
within groups, prejudice and preconceptions, lack of accurate information, and poor decision‐making
skills may all lead to people taking actions that may be ineffective or counter‐productive.
Groups involved in political violence play a central role in peace and conflict research. For example,
the widely used UCDP‐PRIO conflict dataset defines a conflict as being between a state and any “non‐
governmental group of people having announced a name for their group and using armed force to
influence the outcome of the stated incompatibility” (UCDP undated). Non‐state armed groups who
are involved in political violence are therefore an obvious path of inquiry for this dissertation.
The focus upon groups in explaining forms of violence other than political violence does require
some additional explanation, which is undertaken in the remainder of this section. Homicide and
other forms of crime are often assumed to be individual actions; and national‐level homicide
statistics might be assumed to be a consequence of an agglomeration of the actions of many
different murderers who acted alone. As is mentioned below, such an assumption is relevant in many
developed states that experience low levels of homicide, where murders tend to be domestic killings
which take place in private.
However, there are important differences between such developed states and developing states that
are affected by fragility. The latter experience far higher levels of violence, which can be explained by
the actions of groups – eg organized crime, cartels, gangs or militias – who fight with each other and
with state security forces. The remainder of this section summarizes why groups play such an
important role in violence in countries affected by fragility.
Eisner (2012: 141–148) provides some useful explanations for the wide differences in national levels
of homicide.11 In states with comparatively few homicides, that usually are not affected by fragility,
murders are mostly due to personal enmity or crisis, or are impulsive acts by people who may exhibit
high levels of aggression (fragility is discussed in Section 3.3). The few homicides that take place are
often to be found in private domestic environments, carried out using instruments found in the
home. In societies with high levels of violence, which are affected by fragility, the circumstances of
the victim and their killer are very different. Murders are much more likely to be instrumental and
are committed in order to provide the killer or an associate with an economic or social benefit. As
such, and as outlined below, they are likely to be carried out by members of a group (eg a gang,
militia, or a criminal organization).
The differences between the forms of homicide in countries with low levels of violence, which are
most likely not affected by fragility, and those in countries with high levels of violence, which are
affected by fragility, can be illustrated by looking at the gender of victims. In countries with low levels
of homicide, the majority of female victims were killed by intimate partners or other forms of
domestic violence (Racovita 2015: 109–113). Verkko (1951) shows that in general “the proportion of
female homicide victims is higher when the homicide rate is low, and vice versa” (quoted in Dobash
and Dobash 2015: 4). For example, during 2016 in Germany, the homicide rate was one of the lowest
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in the world at 0.4 per 100,000, and females comprised 54.4 per cent of victims; Norway and Estonia
had similar homicide rates with 41 and 45.3 per cent female victims, respectively. In contrast, Brazil,
Honduras, and Jamaica have some of the world’s highest levels of homicide and have homicide rates
of 30.3 per 100,000 and 92.4 per cent male victims, 43.6 per 100,000 and 89.7 per cent male victims,
50.7 per 100,000 and 89.9 per cent male victims, respectively.12 Overall, an extensive UN Office on
Drugs and Crime (UNODC) global study on homicide (UNODC 2013: 13) summarizes that:
There is a regional and gender bias towards male victims in homicide related to organized
crime and gangs, but interpersonal homicide in the form of intimate partner/family‐related
homicide is far more evenly distributed across regions and is, on average, remarkably stable
at the global level.
The UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) study explicitly highlights a relationship between higher
national levels of homicide, and the direct involvement by victims in organized criminal groups, or
other forms of criminality such as illicit drug trafficking or robbery (2013: 39–48). Rather than the
mere prevalence of organized crime groups explaining high levels of homicide, a more important
mechanism is “competition between involved parties, such as organized criminal groups, or between
them and the State, with regard to control over territory or illicit activities, including trafficking”
(2013: 42–3). Criminal groups in low violence countries (such as Japan) were able to go about their
business without committing widespread homicide. What distinguishes countries with high levels of
homicide is the presence of groups involved in violent competition with each other and the state. In
particular, high levels of homicide are also associated with countries with low levels of convictions for
perpetrators (Malby 2011).
In addition to violent competition, the use of firearms has been linked to high levels of homicide.
Malby (2011: 100) notes that the “ubiquitous involvement of firearms” in gangs or organized crime is
“well established” in countries in which there are high levels of homicide (in contrast, in low
homicide countries, members of gangs do not habitually carry firearms). Research from around the
world has shown that gang members possess firearms at a much higher rate than the general
population (eg Blumstein 1995: 30; Glaister 2010; Karp, 2010a: 109–113; Katz, Maguire and Choate
2011; Miller 1992: 115–118; Lizotte et al. 1997: 338). Lemard and Hemenway (2006) point out that
between 1998 and 2002, 94 per cent of drug‐ or gang‐related homicides in the United States used
firearms. Similar research can be found concerning gangs in Nicaragua (Rodgers and Rocha 2014) and
Guyana (Owen and Grigsby (2012). Tracy, Braga and Papachristos (2016) review 16 studies that find
high concentrations of gun violence in small social networks (in particular, exposure to a victim or
perpetrator of violence in social networks increases the risk of an individual being a victim or a
perpetrator).
To sum up this section, armed groups have objectives and strategies. Whether they are involved in
political or other forms of violence, the use of weapons by those groups is an important part of the
explanation for why some countries are much more violent than others. Furthermore, as is shown
below, there are important differences in how groups perpetrate violence in countries that are, or
are not, affected by fragility. As noted in Section 2.5.1, this means that research on violence

12

Statistics from the Homicide Monitor, https://homicide.igarape.org.br/, accessed 28 April 2018.

33

conducted in developed states with a high capacity to enforce laws and low levels of violence may
not be particularly relevant to states affected by high levels of fragility.

3.3. Governance, fragility and power
Governance provides the context within which the acquisition of arms by a non‐state group takes
place. All states try to regulate or prohibit the possession of weapons in their jurisdictions, and arms
are also governed at the societal, regional and international levels (for a description, see Green and
Marsh 2012a). Theories of state building and associated declines in internal violence (at least
occurring in developed states) emphasize how the state directly asserted control over weapons
within its territory (with the central government literally disarming barons, clans and militias).
Scholars usually focus upon Weber’s (1994: 310) definition in Politics as a Vocation of a state as being
a “human community which (successfully) lays claim to the monopoly of legitimate physical violence
within a certain territory”. In that essay, Weber actually describes two processes: one in which the
state becomes the sole source of legitimate violence through tradition, charismatic leadership or
laws; and one in which the state monopolizes the means of violence (the weapons, fortresses or
means of transport necessary for armed forces).
Weber (1994: 314) writes that in Western European states: “In exactly the same way as in an
economic organization (Betreib), certain outward, material goods are needed to uphold any rule by
force”. Those ‘material goods’ include, of course, weapons, and other equipment and infrastructure
used by armed forces. For Weber, the distribution of these means of violence defined the political
order. A key distinction can be found concerning whether people themselves ‘own’ the means of
violence, or whether such means are owned or controlled by the administration of the state (1994:
314). He notes that a feudal vassal “paid for his own equipment and provisioning in war‐time; the
vassals subject to him did the same in their turn. Naturally this had consequences for the lord’s
position of power” (1994: 314). Over time, the lords and princes, and later the central government,
successfully monopolized the means of violence, and expropriated such means from all autonomous
parties. The state aggregated the ‘material means’ of domination in the hands of its leaders.
Such an emphasis upon control of weapons can be found in other scholars of European state‐
building. Elias similarly sees the “monopolization of physical violence, the concentration of arms and
armed troops under one authority” as being a key aspect of the creation of states with peaceful
domestic societies (1994: 372–3). Tilly describes how the state‐building process literally involved
disarming alternate sources of authority capable of organizing violence (see for example 1985: 181,
2003: 60), whereby rulers “made it criminal, unpopular, and impractical for most of their citizens to
bear arms, have outlawed private armies, and have made it seem normal for armed agents of the
state to confront unarmed civilians” (1990: 68–69). Weapons also played a key role in these states’
imperial conquests, as superior military technology and technique proved an invaluable asset in
fighting the many battles against peoples who would be subjugated in colonies (see for example Boot
2006: 153–4; Headrik 1981: 83–128; Hoffman 2015: 154–205). An emphasis upon monopolizing the
means of physical violence (not even the monopoly of legitimate force described by Weber) can also
be found in definitions of the state formulated for example by Mann (1993: 55), Skocpol (1979: 29)
and Tilly (1985: 170–171).
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Meanwhile, in her celebrated essay On Violence, Arendt (1970: 48) provides a vivid description of
how the deposition of weapons underpins political structures, and how in a revolution the
government control over weapons breaks down and weapons literally change hands to enable an
‘armed uprising’. For Arendt, arms acquisition by non‐state groups can have a long‐term effect upon
governance if that acquisition facilitates an overthrow or erosion of state authority. Arendt’s essay is
notable as an example of political thought which considers the relationship between violence, power
and weapons. The role of arms is neatly summarised by Buscemi (2019: 197) who describes weapons
as being “meta–resources”, and control over them is “mutually interrelated with the constitution of
authority and power as well as with the distribution of control over resources, territory, and political
arrangements.” For a researcher, examining who controls or regulates the acquisition, possession
and use of weapons is a lens that can be used to understand power and authority (and in Norway the
answer is almost always the state).
In many parts of the developing world, states do not resemble those described by Weber (Krause
1996: 326–7). Instead, governments persist despite not having achieved a monopoly of violence
(whether legitimate or not). Several authors have described ‘hybrid political orders’ (eg Boege,
Brown and Clements 2009: 15), in which governance involves complex interactions between state
and non‐state security actors and formal and informal authority (for example Bagayoko, Hutchful and
Luckham 2016; Debos 2016, Nay 2013, Rotberg 2004, Zartman 1995).13 Such states are usually
affected by fragility (for a definition and description, see MacClinchy and Scott 2016). One important
aspect of fragility is that governments are not able to effectively regulate and control the acquisition
or possession of arms within their territories, and so it may be relatively easy for a group to obtain
arms and ammunition via trafficking, theft from state stocks or donations (for more on the
relationship between fragility and arms acquisition, see Greene and Marsh 2012a; Greene and Marsh
2012b: 255–256).
In contrast to the development of Western European and North American states, studied by Weber
(1994), Tilly (eg 1985; 1990) or Mann (1988, 1993), many of their former colonies experienced very
different historical processes concerning governance of weapons. Instead of the state control over
arms arising from a bargain between rulers and the ruled (where the former provided security in
exchange for taxes provided by the latter), in the colonies the relationship between weapons,
violence and the state was often imposed by an outside and often rapacious power (Tilly 1985: 186).
The role of weapons in governance described above, and used elsewhere in this dissertation, is in
accordance with a notion of power formulated by Weber (2015: 41–42), which concerns an ability to
coerce. The tools of violence can be used directly to kill or injure an opponent, or they can be used
more subtly to intimidate or threaten. Other conceptions of power and governance clearly exist. To
take two examples, Arendt (1970: 4, 41–2) conceived of power as concerning the ability of people to
communicate and cooperate in order to achieve a common goal, whereas coercion is an act of
violence (for a lengthy description of the differences between Arendt’s and Weber’s conceptions of
power, see Habermas 1977). Such a cooperative conception of power lends itself to the study of how
people build the institutions and laws of government (for an extensive survey among a very wide
literature, see Fukuyama 2011; 2014). Secondly, Foucault’s concept of governmentality concerns
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failed, failing, fragmented, fragile, quasi, violence prone, or weak.
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how power subtly changes how people perceive, understand and conduct themselves (for an
example of the application of governmentality in rebel governance, see Hoffmann and Verweijen
2018).
The primary political role of weapons, as outlined in this dissertation, is through wielding a Weberian
form of coercive power (whose use will kill or injure, or destroy property). As outlined by Elias, Tilly,
Weber and others (see above), relatively violence free internal polities were created by states that
monopolized the means of violence. Laws and institutions, even in states such as Germany or
Norway with functioning democratic governance, are backed up with large amounts of coercive
power wielded by police or soldiers carrying guns which can be used against criminal or political
groups that use or threaten violence.
This dissertation outlines cases in which laws and institutions can be usurped through force of arms –
a use of coercive power known from antiquity when Roman general Pompey remarked to the citizens
of the city of Messina that they should stop quoting laws to men who carried swords (Plutarch 2001:
76). Customary authority can also be usurped by armed groups (Ashkenazi 2012: 237–239), often
much more easily, as figures such as traditional rulers rarely have state police or militaries to uphold
their authority.

3.4.Causality and arms
As noted in Section 1, causality concerning arms and violence is complex. At a simplistic level, use of
a weapon can be said to cause an injury (a police officer investigating a murder might conclude that it
was caused by a bullet fired from a gun). This dissertation, however, focuses upon the effects of arms
acquisition, and so my interest in causality is much broader and concerns the consequences (or not)
of acquiring a weapon (or of a failure to do so). As noted in Section 2.5.2, it is remarkable that many
authors writing on arms and violence have not explicitly addressed causality. A fuller explanation of
how causality is understood in this dissertation can be found in the remainder of this section, which
examines causality via two elements.
The first element of causality is intention to use arms to commit acts of violence. As inanimate
objects, weapons cannot be said to be a sole cause of violence, absent the intention and actions of
the person using them. Zimring and Hawkins (1997: 123) provide a useful thought experiment. They
suggest that introducing 10,000 loaded firearms into a social environment in which violence is rare
would not result in a large increase in homicides. If people are not disposed toward violence, giving
them weapons should not result in more deaths or injuries. Alternatively, they suggest that
introducing the guns where violent attacks were already common would cause an increase in
homicides and injuries. Acquisition of arms absent any intention to use them in acts of violence (see
Section 1.2.4) is unlikely to have a significant effect upon the incidence or intensity of violence.
It is sometimes wrongly assumed that intention is the only important factor needed to explain the
causes of violence. This can be summed up by a phrase made popular by advocacy groups such as the
National Rifle Association: “Guns don’t kill people, people do”. This statement assumes that the
acquisition of a gun is irrelevant; a gun is just a neutral instrument of someone’s will, and as long as
someone intends to kill, they can substitute one means for another (Latour 1994: 30–1). Less
acerbically, researchers studying violence have sometimes appeared to assume (perhaps implicitly)
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that motivation – for example, in the form of greed or grievance – provides an adequate explanation
for the incidence and intensity of violence (see also Section 2.3 and 3.1). The remainder of this
dissertation shows that it is often difficult for groups to obtain arms and ammunition. The intention
to commit an act of violence is not enough; one means of violence cannot easily be substituted for
another.
A contrasting set of assumptions suggest a direct relationship between arms acquisition and violent
contexts. Such a deterministic view of the effect of arms acquisition on violence has been criticized
by Greene and Macaspac (2012: 139–142) and Sagawa (2010, 2018). In their summary of a body of
policy‐focused publications, Greene and Macaspac (2012: 140–142) identify a “dominant” set of
common assumptions that point to this deterministic view. They term this a “malign synergy” of easy
availability of weapons and armed groups that operate out of state control. This malign synergy is
assumed to lead to a spiral of increasing violence and fragility, as the state is overwhelmed by armed
actors; a process referred to by Sagawa (2010, 2018) as being “technologically‐deterministic”. Such a
deterministic relationship is implicitly suggested by authors employing the metaphor that arms ‘fuel
the fire’ of violence (for example Collier 2009: 103–119; Klare 1991), as an inevitable effect of adding
more fuel is that (other things being equal) the fire will burn more intensely.14
Instead, Greene and Macaspac (2012:154–159) and Sagawa (2010, 2018) argue that even the most
contexts can display resilience, for example via informal authority and community initiatives, which
can limit levels of violence despite inflows of powerful weaponry to areas with pre‐existing patterns
of deadly violence (see also Ashkenazi 2012; Marsh 2012: 18–19). I take a similar view and assume
that intention is malleable; people who acquired a weapon for a violent purpose can decide not to
use it. As outlined in Section 3.1, arms are best understood as providing opportunities for violence,
but acquisition does not make it inevitable.
The second element concerns how arms affect intention. I do not assume that arms merely play the
role of a catalyst that intensifies violence but otherwise plays no other role. Instead, acquiring a
weapon can be transformative. Psychologists have long demonstrated a ‘weapon effect’, by which a
person seeing a gun is likely to experience an increase in aggressive thoughts (see for example
Benjamin, Kepes and Bushman 2018). Latour (1994: 31–34) argues that a person is changed by the
act of picking up a gun, into someone who can threaten and kill. As Bourne (2012) and Buscemi
(2019: 191–192) argue, arms (as with other material objects) are aspects of social and political
relations, and the two mutually constitute each other.
Of particular relevance is how the acquisition of weapons changes intentions. Most importantly, this
dissertation highlights how the ease or difficulty of acquiring arms affects a group’s strategy,
including whether to initiate acts of violence (see Section 1.1 and 6.4), and whether fighters may
form a new group (see Sections 1.1 and 6.5). Arms acquisition can also affect people who are not
members of the group acquiring weapons. In the context of a fragile or collapsed state, a security
dilemma may lead to others perceiving a threat if a group acquires a weapon (even if it is for self‐
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Other authors have, though, described arms as being ‘fuel’ for conflict without referring to fire (for example
Hartung 2001, Cukier 2002; UN 2015). Similarly, Sislin and Pearson (2001: 85) note that policymakers see
disarmament as ameliorating conflict by removing the fuel. Such a metaphor could refer to arms being like
petrol or electricity used to fuel a vehicle, and so may not assume a deterministic relationship between arms
and conflict.
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defence) (Greene and Marsh 2012: 257–8). Weapons also have a symbolic quality, and acquisition –
particularly of powerful arms – may boost support for a group, or attract the enmity of government
forces (especially if it has captured weapons from those forces).
Insights from this dissertation concerning causality in regards to arms acquisition and violence are
outlined in Section 6.
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4. Methods and sources
This dissertation is based upon a philosophical realist outlook, in that it attempts to improve our
understanding of the role of weapons acquisition in violence through empirical observation of the
arms being acquired (eg their type, quantity, and location) and the social context in which they are
being used or transferred (eg what prices are paid for them, who has them and what they are doing
with the arms). In keeping with its exploratory aim, the ambitions of this dissertation are modest,
setting out to elucidate patterns and tendencies rather than to find laws of human behaviour.
The research contained in this dissertation is in no small part based upon work that I carried out
while running the Norwegian Initiative on Small Arms Transfers (NISAT) project at the Peace Research
Institute Oslo (PRIO) from 2001 to 2017, and during my time as Chair of a European Science
Foundation COST Action on arms and violence from 2004 to 2008. The NISAT project was primarily a
data collection effort, which resulted in a database of international small arms transfers, and an
archive of documents on all aspects of the trade, possession and use of small arms and light
weapons. The data collected as part of this project provided some of the data used in Articles 2, 3, 4,
and 5. The data collected for Article 3 was undertaken in cooperation with Professor Topher
MacDougal at the University of San Diego. In addition, Article 5 uses data that was collected as part
of a UN Office on Drugs and Crime project on firearms trafficking while I was employed as a
consultant for two years by the organization (all the data was published in Karp, Marsh and Ravagli
2015).
Throughout the course of producing this research, including during the design and analysis phases, I
sought out insights, feedback and advice from people working on arms and violence in fragile
contexts. In particular, while working on projects related to arms and violence, I visited eight African
states; four states in Latin America and the Caribbean; one in Asia; and a European state that had
experienced civil war during the 1990s. In addition, while attending tens of conferences organized by
the UN, EU, OSCE and others, I had occasion to talk to activists and officials from all parts of the
world (especially via my work with the Control Arms coalition, the International Action Network on
Small Arms, International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, the Small Arms Survey and
the UN Office on Drugs and Crime). Engaging with such a diverse range of scholars and practitioners
from countries affected by high levels of violence helped shape my ideas, especially through honing
research questions and discussing preliminary findings.
The five articles approach the research question in different but complementary ways. Collectively,
all the articles are based upon the collection and systematization of a vast quantity of diverse
information from published sources, which is analysed using different methods (see Table 1). The aim
of the articles is to identify gaps in understanding, describe arms acquisition by groups, and generate
insights concerning the relationship between that acquisition and violence. The methods used were
selected in order to examine what happened (which is necessary in exploratory research when basic
processes are not fully understood), and then to address the research question by looking at how and
why arms acquisition affected violence.
The basic methodological choice underlying this dissertation was to obtain as broad an
understanding as possible of the relationship between arms acquisition and violence. This breadth is
reflected in Articles 2, 4 and 5, which, respectively, present data on 16, 24 and 82 different countries.
Breadth is also emphasized in Article 1, which is based upon three geographically diverse case
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studies, and Article 3, which uses event data to capture levels of armament by opposition forces
during the course of the civil war in Libya (rather than just focus upon one group or region), and tests
a wide range of theories. The benefit of taking a broad approach is that the findings contained in the
articles are more generalizable. The drawback, as discussed below, is that relying upon published
sources may have introduced biases that would not have been present if I had directly observed
events or interviewed those who had. In some cases, biases may cancel each other out. What is more
important is the possible existence of systematic bias. For example, whether certain types of states
(such as democracies) are more likely to collect and release official data; or whether my attempts to
mitigate the reliance on anglophone sources has been effective. Ultimately, one has to accept and be
aware of the risk of bias as a trade‐off for being able to undertake a broader analysis.
In keeping with the exploratory nature of this dissertation, innovation has come in the form of
collecting new data, rather than developing new methods. As such, the chief empirical contribution
of this dissertation is the collection and analysis of the data found in Articles 3, 4 and 5. Two articles
are based upon the collection of event data – in Article 3 on armament in Libya, and Article 4 on illicit
arms prices – which has been compiled into two new datasets. Article 5 is based upon the production
of the most extensive cross‐national datasets based upon official data, on arms seizures and on types
of arms licensed to civilians, to date.

Table 1: Summary of methods
Method and
source

Literature
review
Collection of
event data
Collection of
official data
Analysis of
case studies
Regression
analysis

Article 1
‘Conflict
Specific
Capital’
x

Article 2 ‘Lethal
Instruments’

Article 3
Libya

Article 4
Prices

Article 5
Seizures

x

x

x

x

x

x
x

x

x

x
x

In pursuit of a broad understanding, all the articles share a common approach to data collection –
which was to collect data from published sources. The data used in this dissertation was collected
from press reports, official documents, databases, books, journal articles, reports, and other
published material. Doing so was a lengthy and painstaking process involving locating material,
filtering out what was not relevant, and systematizing what was. In the sections below, and in the
individual articles, I describe this data in more detail – how it was collected, systematized and
analysed – as well as the advantages and disadvantages of not drawing from direct observation.
The choices and implications involved in using the methods described in Table 1 are explained in the
remainder of this section.
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Literature review
Narrative literature reviews can be found in Articles 1–5 concerning, respectively: arms acquisition
and conflict, conflict deaths and how they are defined, how a non‐state group creates a military
force, arms availability and civil warfare, and cross‐national research on firearms and homicide.
Narrative reviews were used in order to summarize existing knowledge and highlight misconceptions
(for example, that easy availability of arms has led to unprecedented conflict deaths) arising from
gaps in the available research (or because authors have ignored what research exists).
These narrative reviews are distinct from the systematic literature reviews used in Article 2, and in
Section 2.5 of this dissertation. A narrative review is better suited for summarizing key points made
in heterogeneous bodies of literature, not least because various authors use different terms for
similar concepts (and some of the publications are stored in libraries which couldn’t be accessed
digitally). In particular, Article 1 mentions publications or concepts drawn from all the different
bodies of research mentioned in Section 2 of this dissertation. Not using a systematic review involves
the risk that some important publications could have been missed, and that the narrative could be
biased. This risk was mitigated by presenting drafts of the article at seminars attended by other
experts on arms acquisition, and in the case of Articles 1 and 2 via review by the editors (respectively
David Kinsella, and Owen Greene, notable researchers on arms acquisition) and anonymous peer
reviewers.
Article 2 contains a systematic literature review, the aim of which was to produce a summary of
research on the weapons used to cause injury in different conflicts (the results of which are
presented in Table 4.2). The purpose of using a systematic literature review was to take an evidence‐
based approach to addressing commonly held assumptions – as outlined in Article 2 – about the
prevalence of injuries caused by small arms and light weapons. The results of this systematic review
showed that these assumptions were simplistic (and there was much more variation than had been
suggested). The advantage of a systematic approach was that the review provided the broadest
possible summary of weapon use in different conflicts. The review involved searching the PubMed
database using keywords concerning weapons (such as ‘mine’, ‘rifle’, ‘bomb’), conflict (such as ‘war’,
‘field hospital’, ‘refugee’) and injury (such as ‘gunshot’, ‘mortality’, ‘treated’). Likely articles were
obtained via an initial search, articles were screened, and those that contained relevant information
were included. In order to avoid duplication, one article per conflict was included (and criteria for
inclusion was the article with the broadest scope). The articles found were augmented by a more
general search via Google, which located some assessments of the cause of injury published
elsewhere (eg by Human Rights Watch). The PubMed database currently contains over 30 million
articles drawn from medical journals. Using this database, rather than one with a wider scope (for
example, the Web of Science), limited the number of irrelevant articles (for example, on how firearm
use has environmental impacts such as lead pollution).

Collection of event data
Arms acquisition is a dynamic process (see Section 1.2.3), which is captured in Articles 3 and 4
through the use of event data. In collecting data on armament or weapons acquisition, the actor(s)
41

involved, and the time period, the articles were able to the capture the interactions at the heart of
this dissertation.
In keeping with this dissertation’s ambition to provide a broad understanding, in both articles the
events were compiled from written sources. The availability of sources influenced case selection. The
choice of the Libya case in Article 3 was influenced by the 2011 civil war having been exceptionally
well reported. The large number of journalists covering the war from Libya meant that there was
enough source material to be able to build a month‐by‐month assessment of opposition armament.
Similarly, the cases presented in Article 4 are simply all those that had the most complete temporal
record of street gun prices.
Both articles used similar methods of data collection. Press reports were initially located via daily
monitoring of new articles using Meltwater (a specialist media search engine), Google and social
media (particularly Twitter). Additional sources were located using keyword searches of Factiva, a
database containing millions of news articles, and Google (including Google Scholar). An important
task at this phase was filtering out irrelevant material and publications that duplicated the same
information. Systematization of the data and production of the datasets was accomplished via
entering datapoints into the cells of an excel sheet whose contents had been defined via a coding
manual. Some of the coding was carried out by research assistants (in particular, I am grateful for the
work carried out by Ishtiaq Khan). A key task during the construction of the dataset was to assess the
provenance of the information. Both datasets relied upon sources that had direct knowledge of the
events being coded (eg a journalist who had interviewed someone involved in an illicit transaction)
and excluded hearsay where the nature of the source was not identified.
A potential problem with using published sources is bias, three forms of which are discussed in the
following paragraphs. First, journalists, scholars and people undertaking research for NGOs and other
organizations may have differing levels of access to sources. In particular, some governments are
effective at systematically preventing inquiries into arms and violence within their territories.
Remote areas may be more difficult to get to and so receive less coverage. For Articles 3 and 4, the
data collection effort was limited to English language sources due to language proficiency. This
problem is mitigated by the use of BBC Monitoring and Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS)
reports, which contain translated news articles, and because the world’s major news wires also
produce articles that are based upon translations into English. Nevertheless, the reliance upon
anglophone sources could have introduced bias into the data collected, and fewer sources could
have been identified in areas primarily covered by media in other languages (eg French or Spanish).
Second, an inherent potential problem with all analysis based upon news articles or other published
reports is that another person decides what is noteworthy (or not). It is possible, therefore, that the
data sources used in Articles 3 and 4 could have been systematically biased toward what was
deemed to be more newsworthy. For example, it may be the case that exceptionally poorly‐ or well‐
armed groups of combatants (described in Article 3) are more noteworthy; or that a high or low price
for a weapon (described in Articles 3 and 4) is more noteworthy than a mid‐range price.
There is a third form of potential bias inherent in all use of published sources in all the articles:
namely, that I have no oversight over the definitions used by the journalist or researcher that initially
produced the information. Potential problems concern whether the type of weapon or price has
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been reported accurately, or whether all use a similar definition of what counts as the seizure of a
weapon.
A different research design could have mitigated these potential biases through me using direct
observation via fieldwork instead of relying upon published sources. However, doing so would
inevitably have dramatically reduced the breadth of the research contained in this dissertation and
so was not selected.

Collection of official data
The official data is used in Article 5. It provides the opportunity for the broadest data collection and
analysis in the dissertation, taking advantage of the data collection capacity of 82 countries –
something far beyond what could be achieved if I were to try to compile the data myself.
Here, ‘official’ data is defined as that collected by official bodies. In practice concerning Article 5,
those are national law enforcement agencies and, in some cases, national statistics offices. The data
has not necessarily been published in official journals or other government publications, and
information from secondary sources such as police press releases, or news articles that quote
officials is included in the dataset.
Article 5 uses official statistics on firearms seizures originally collected by governments (mostly
national police forces or associated ministries of the interior), and other similar statistics such as the
number of homicides, population and GDP per capita. Such official data has the advantage that it is
the only source on seized arms available for such a wide range of countries (and legal sensitivities
mean that it is often very difficult for a researcher to access seized arms in order to carry out direct
observations). Unlike press articles, this data was not limited to anglophone countries (and much of it
is sourced from Latin America). Furthermore, in common with other research on official statistics,
use of official data avoids the reactivity whereby people alter their behaviour if they know that they
are being observed or studied by a researcher.
That said, there are drawbacks associated with analysis of cross‐national official data on arms
seizures (and these issues are discussed extensively in Article 5, and concerning the UNODC data in
Marsh (2015) and in Karp, Marsh and Ravagli (2015)). The availability of data could reflect bias in the
collation of the statistics on arms seizures (for example, see Jerven 2013 on the lack of capacity in
African governments to collect statistics). Despite an extensive data collection effort, the available
data only covers a minority of all states in the world. It is therefore possible that those governments
that published seizures data were different from those that did not. In particular, there are
differences in the national capacity to collect data on seized firearms, and it is possible that states
that did not report official statistics lacked the capacity to do so; those states may also lack law
enforcement capacity in other areas. Furthermore, even where data has been published, it is possible
that seizures may be under reported, especially in some developing countries, because local police
forces lacked the resources or bureaucratic procedures to record and process data on all seized
firearms.
Most of the data used in Article 5 came from the 2015 UNODC study on firearms trafficking (of which
I am a co‐author). That data was extensively checked and validated by the UNODC team, and all
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countries submitting data to the study received detailed documentation on definitions of firearms
and other aspects. The risk that differing definitions would be a major problem was mitigated to the
greatest extent possible with this source. Definitions are potentially more of a problem with the
remaining data from other official sources (an inherent problem with secondary analysis of official
data). It is important though to emphasize that the main findings from the article are present with
the smaller dataset based solely upon UNODC data. The addition of extra sources makes the findings
more robust, but those extra sources are not essential. Finally, it is unlikely that differing definitions
would constitute a systematic bias, as differing definitions would likely reflect national idiosyncrasies.
A much more important issue common with all statistics related to crime is that the data does not
just reflect the level of criminal activity, but also factors such as the level of reporting to the police,
effectiveness of police in discovering crime, and the honesty of police officers (who may be tempted
to ‘fiddle statistics’). Article 5 does address some of these concerns and analysis shows that it is
unlikely that the reported statistics on seizures are merely an artefact of the effectiveness of national
law enforcement.

Analysis of case studies
Case studies are used in Articles 1, 3 and 4. As befits the exploratory nature of this dissertation, case
studies are used as a method to describe what happened, and to analyse how or why something
happened (Yin 2009: 9–11).
Articles 1 and 4 use comparative case studies (as defined by Seawright and Gerring 2008: 296).
Article 1 uses a comparison of three case studies (Iraq, Nepal and Afghanistan) to illustrate the
theoretical innovation that there is a correspondence between the nature of arms acquisition and
the form of an insurgency. The three were therefore selected as ‘extreme’ cases (see Seawright and
Gerring 2008: 301–302). All three cases represented an unusual form of arms acquisition (in Iraq in
2003 arms were exceptionally easy to obtain, in Nepal they were unusually scarce, and in
Afghanistan external supplies were available in abundance, but only to particular commanders). The
use of three extreme cases is appropriate when exploring new theoretical innovations. However,
care must be taken not to assume that the three cases are a representative sample. As mentioned in
the conclusion of Article 1, it merely “presented some compelling links between civil conflict and the
acquisition of weapons by armed groups” and so more work was needed in order to better
understand the ‘correspondence’ described.
Case selection in Article 4 was led by the availability of data. The research effort involved a
comprehensive and systematic effort to locate price information from all available sources (ranging
from press articles, through research articles, to UN reports). After all the available data had been
collated, the seven cases described are those with the best set of temporal data on assault rifle
prices. Other methods of case selection would likely have resulted in data on one or more countries
being excluded from the article, which would have reduced the article’s ability to describe what was
happening.
Article 3 uses a single case study of the 2011 Libyan civil war. Libya has similarly been chosen as an
‘extreme’ case in order to present an important link between arms acquisition and how an
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opposition movement creates a military force. The Libyan opposition created their military force, and
were victorious, exceptionally quickly. This case is used to highlight which factors needed to create
such a force were also exceptional (in the event arms acquisition played an important role). In
keeping with the exploratory nature of this dissertation, the purpose of using the single case was to
test existing theory, and to assist in developing new theory through exploring armament in detail
throughout the course of the 2011 civil war.
An additional factor involved in selecting the Libya case was the availability of data (see above). It is
likely that the media interest was a consequence of the ‘extreme’ nature of the case. The initial
uprising was dramatic and highly newsworthy, and in a location that was comparatively easy for
journalists to visit. If the war had lasted for many years, then media interest may have waned.
The main problem with using the Libya case is the potentially confounding factor of the Nato‐led air
campaign. It is considered in Article 3, and it is very likely to have affected the duration of the war,
and possibly its outcome. The air campaign did not, though, directly provide arms to Libyan
opposition (it started after the initial uprising, and in targeting arms depots controlled by Qaddafi it
may have reduced potential sources of captured arms). So important conclusions can still be drawn
concerning how the opposition created a military force, and the role of arms acquisition in doing so.
Of course, one should be very wary about drawing generalizations from a single case. Instead of
assuming that a certain quantity of armament will result in an opposition army of a certain size, what
one can do is take a general analytical point that arms acquisition is an important factor in explaining
the creation of an opposition military force.

Regression analysis
Article 5 uses regression analysis. A description of the methods and data sources used are included in
the article, so they will not be duplicated here. Regression analysis was a natural choice given the
ambition to analyse as broad a sample as possible. Concerning arms seizures, it was possible to
collect data in a standardized form (number of arms seized per year) for 82 countries over the period
2009–2014. Similarly, data on the dependant variable (homicide rates), and control variables, were
also available for all the sample countries. Such a broad dataset was not possible with, for example,
the level of armament described in Article 3. The benefit of taking this approach is that it provides
evidence, within a broad sample of countries, for one of this dissertation’s contributions – that ease
of acquisition by groups is a more important explanation for violence than the total number of
weapons found throughout society (and the two are often different).
The methods used in Article 5 have a different purpose than those used in the other articles. Use of
regression analysis provides insight into what happened (at least in terms of the existence of a
correlation between seizures and homicide). An advantage is that compared to the other articles, the
methods used provide much more generalizable findings (albeit of a more tentative nature).
However, this method does not directly answer the how and why questions concerning arms
acquisition by groups. Instead, it is possible to infer conclusions. Based upon the remainder of
research presented in this dissertation, I assume that the relationship between seizures and
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homicide presented in Article 5 can be explained by the ease of illicit acquisition by groups. High
levels of seizures reflect a large pool of illicit arms in the country, and so relatively easy acquisition by
armed groups.
Article 5 does not employ a time series analysis. First, this is due to a lack of consistent data on
seizures for each country and year. An average number of arms seized over the period was used,
partly to cover countries which did not report seizures in each of the years mentioned. Second, it is
unlikely that year‐on‐year changes in seizures would have a relationship with changes in the annual
homicide rate. As mentioned in the article’s conclusion, the level of seizures is assumed to be a proxy
for the level of illicit acquisition, use and ownership of firearms. However, in a single year, the level
of seizures may vary for a variety of reasons unrelated to homicide (including chance discoveries by
law enforcement personnel). Furthermore, it is unlikely that in any year the level of seizures would
account for more than a small proportion of the total pool of illicitly held arms in a country. Year‐on‐
year variations in seizures probably wouldn’t significantly affect the ease by which groups across the
country could acquire weapons.

4.2. Ethical considerations
None of the articles are based upon personal data, and such data is not used in any of the analysis.
No interviews were conducted with informants. Some publicly available sources were used which
contain personal data, for example a press article that mentions the price paid for a weapon may also
contain a quote from a named individual. However, no personally identifying data was extracted
from any source and used in the dissertation. In addition, as mentioned above, the articles were
written while I ran the NISAT project, and there was much overlap between that project and this
dissertation. The NISAT project was assessed by the Data Protection Official for Research, Norwegian
Social Science Data Services, who determined that the project acted in accordance with Norwegian
regulations concerning personal data.
Articles 1, 3, 4 and 5 concern the usually illicit acquisition of arms by parties involved in acts of
violence. Could the research presented in the articles be used by such parties to enhance their own
arms acquisition? Such a scenario is very unlikely. One finding from the dissertation and from
previous research (eg Bourne 2007, Marsh 2015) is that arms acquisition is integrated into regional
economies and conflict dynamics, and illicit trafficking is usually based upon trusted networks. In
addition, the dissertation is based upon analysis of events that occurred prior to 2012. Therefore, the
fairly general picture provided by this dissertation would not offer enough specific information to be
of use to a prospective arms trafficker.
Information in this dissertation may be more useful to personnel in the United Nations, other
international organizations and national governments intending to develop better policies designed
to prevent arms being acquired by non‐state actors. Such a use may well be congruent with an
ethical outcome – it could perhaps reduce at least the intensity of armed conflict. Nevertheless,
some violence carried out by groups is motivated by just causes. The ethical implications of greater
control over the trade in weapons are complex, and outside the scope of this thesis. It is impossible
to predict a specific negative outcome that could be caused by the publication of this dissertation.
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4.3. Level of Analysis
The approach taken in this dissertation is that the overarching research question can best be
addressed by shifting the level of analysis from societal‐level availability of weapons to the groups
that intend to commit acts of violence (see Section 1, and for more on levels of analysis and research
on arms acquisition, see Bourne 2007: 43–52). As Article 1 suggests, the relationship between arms
and violence can be found in “‘the extent to which a group’s objectives are not constrained by a lack
of specific weapons and ammunition”.15
In examining arms acquired by groups, this dissertation cuts across academic disciplines such as
Conflict Studies and Criminology (something that has also been done by other studies that focus
upon arms and groups, such as Hazen 2010) Such a focus is warranted because groups are the key
non‐state actors in explaining both armed conflict and high levels of crime.
Bourne (2007) variously examines the global, regional and conflict complex levels of analysis (the
latter concerning the space in which both state and non‐state actors operate). Examining the effects
of arms acquisition from the perspective of the recipient is not an unusual perspective within arms
research – a focus upon groups and arms acquisition in conflict has also been used by scholars such
as: Duquet (2009), Hazen (2013), Jackson (2010), Marsh (2017), Moore (2012), Sislin et al. (1998),
Sislin and Pearson (2001, 2006), Staniland (2010) and Strazzari and Tholens (2010, 2014).
Articles 1 and 3 specifically focus upon the meso‐level of analysis and examine arms acquisition by
specific groups. Article 2 uses meso‐level and national‐level data on injuries and mortality caused by
weapons. Articles 4 and 5 use national‐level data on prices and arms seizures, and this needs some
additional explanation.
Articles 2,4 and 5 are all relevant to acquisition by groups. Article 2 establishes the variation in ease
of arms acquisition experienced by groups. Article 4 provides data on prices paid for weapons –
something directly related to the ease of acquisition of those arms by groups. Article 5 is based upon
analysis of arms that have been seized by law enforcement agencies. It is assumed that the national‐
level data on seizures provides an indication of the quantities and types of weapons illicitly acquired
by armed groups. In both cases, national‐level data is used. This is either because it is the only data
available (in most countries, arms seizure data is only available at the national level), or because it is
not possible to consistently obtain data at a meso‐level (there would have been too few price
observations).
Such inferences of arms acquisition by groups from national‐level data is consistent with other
research on arms acquisition. For example, Collier et al. (2003: 70, 88), Killicoat (2007) and Bara’s
(2017) findings (see Section 2.3) concerning arms and conflict all conclude that it is easier for groups
intent on violence to obtain weapons (respectively, arms left after a peace agreement will usually be
hidden and only obtainable to people linked to former combatants; Killicoat examined illicit prices for
assault rifles, which in most places would usually be obtained by armed groups rather than ordinary
citizens; and armed groups would be able to access cross‐border smuggling networks).

15

Quote from page 60.
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5. Summary of the articles
The five articles in the remainder of this dissertation address the overarching research question and
the six sub‐questions (see Section 1.1), with more than one question addressed in most of the
articles. Articles 1, 3 ,4 and 5 are single authored, and Article 2 is co‐authored.
A summary of how each article addresses each of the six sub‐research questions is provided in Table
2, with a detailed summary of each article appearing later in Sections 6.1 to 6.5. The dissertation’s
conclusions pertaining to the research questions and implications for further research are presented
in Section 6.8.
Table 2: Summary of Research Questions
Sub‐question
How essential are arms for a group?
How easily do non‐state groups
acquire arms?
How does acquisition affect
mortality or injury?
How does arms acquisition affect a
group’s strategies?
How does arms acquisition affect
the structure of insurgency?
How does state governance affect
arms acquisition?

Article 1
X

Article 2
X

Article 3
X

Article 4
X

Article 5
x

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

The following sections provide a detailed summary of the contents of each article. A summary of how
each article answers the six sub‐questions is presented in Sections 7.1 to 7.6.

5.1. Article 1: ‘Conflict Specific Capital: The Role of Weapons Acquisition
in Civil War’
Article 1 examines the relationship between weapons acquisition and the form of violence in a civil
war.
The article was published in the peer‐reviewed journal International Studies Perspectives and has
been cited 37 times.16 It presents a correspondence between the mode of arms acquisition and the
form of an insurgency. In the article, the mode of arms acquisition concerns whether weapons can be
obtained by individual combatants, or whether arms acquisition is controlled by the leadership of
armed groups. This distinction is drawn from Bourne’s (2007) work on arming conflict, where he
distinguishes between ‘top‐down’ and ‘bottom‐up’ armament. The article suggests that in
16

Citation count from Google Scholar, which includes articles, books, theses and reports.
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insurgencies characterized by ‘top‐down’ armament by a group’s leadership, there is a single group,
or a small number of groups, involved in fighting. Alternatively, where individual combatants supply
their own weapons, insurgencies are much more likely to be fractured, and characterized by a large
number of different groups that may go on to splinter.
The article argues that instead of examining societal‐level arms possession, it presents “a new
conception of availability that is understood to be the extent to which a group’s objectives are not
constrained by a lack of specific weapons and ammunition.” In a situation of low availability, “a lack
of weapons will prevent a group from implementing its chosen strategy”. Conversely, if a group has
“unfettered supplies of weapons […] their quantity or type will not limit its ability to reach its
objectives”. This conception of availability, which focuses upon acquisition by a group (or looser
network), is continued throughout the dissertation.
The article suggests that weapons are ‘conflict specific capital’. In an environment in which
individuals cannot easily obtain arms, and a group’s leadership controls arms acquisition, that control
over arms serves to prevent splinter groups from forming, attract recruits to the group (rather than
them forming separate groups) and help the group leadership impose discipline on their fighters.
Conversely, in an environment in which individuals find it easy to obtain arms themselves, it is also
easier for them to form new groups, or for existing groups to splinter, and harder for a group’s
leadership to impose discipline.
Article 1 examines in detail the availability and control over weapons in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Nepal.
In Nepal, the only significant source of military weapons were the Nepalese security forces, and such
arms could not easily be obtained by individuals. The Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) obtained
weapons through attacking police and army units, and was the only group strong enough to do so on
a large scale. The form of the insurgency was of a single opposition group fighting the government. In
Afghanistan during the 1980s, the main source of arms supply was from outside donors who
provided arms to regional commanders, and the insurgency was characterised by warlordism
(explained in Article 1) by those commanders. In Iraq after 2003 (and as also discussed in Article 4),
arms were freely available after government stocks were appropriated and the insurgency was
characterized by being fractured with a large number of different groups.
The conclusions presented in this article were somewhat tentative – emphasizing a correspondence
that warranted further research. Such research has been carried out by other authors, and is
summarized in Section 6.5.

5.2. Article 2: ‘Lethal Instruments: Small Arms and Deaths in Armed
Conflict’
Article 2 critiques two aspects of the ‘amorphous image’ (see Section 2.3.1): that vast numbers of
people are being killed; and that those casualties are caused by arms that are easily sourced from
illicit stocks that are flowing around the world.
The article was published in the 2012 book Small Arms Crime and Conflict and has been cited eight
times. It investigates and interrogates an often cited and agenda‐setting statistic that some 300,000
people per year are direct victims of small arms and light weapons in armed conflicts. The article
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shows that this figure was based upon a weak methodology using source data from the 1990s.
Nevertheless, it was still being cited in the United Nations by a foreign minister in 2013 (UNSC 2013),
at a time when total battle deaths from all causes were measured as being about a tenth of this
value.
After considering the history and definitions of research on deaths from armed conflict, the article
then examines data on deaths and injuries caused by different types of arms. The purpose of this is
to show the great variation in arms used in different conflicts. Such variation, including places where
a large proportion of the casualties were caused with blunt or bladed instruments, strongly suggests
that arms acquisition is very different from region to region.
Article 2 shows that between different conflicts there are also large differences between the types of
weapons that caused death or injury. For example, in Gulu province in Uganda, an area where the
Lord’s Resistance Army operated, there were 168 deaths from gunshots, but also 112 deaths from
bladed weapons or blunt force, and 26 from landmines, something that underlined “the low‐tech
nature of fighting” (Kreutz and Marsh 2012: 50). Conversely, an investigation of 1,109 deaths in the
2006 war in Lebanon showed that all but five were caused by Israeli air strikes or artillery.
The article examines in detail data on the cause of death or injury in 16 conflicts. The data was
obtained primarily from medical journals that have occasionally published articles on the aetiology of
death and injury in armed conflict. As such, it is the most extensive review yet carried out of the type
of arms used in contemporary conflicts. The review notes apparent differences between the types of
weapons used.
The variety in weapons availability suggested by the data on injuries can be illustrated by comparing
types of injuries in six different conflicts. In three conflicts primarily involving regular armed forces
from developed countries, there are high levels of injuries from fragmenting munitions such as
bombs or artillery shells. Such injuries reflect the military technological sophistication of the forces
fighting.
Country
Bosnia (1993)
Croatia (1991–2)
Kosovo (1999–2000)

Gunshot per cent
49.1
33
55

Fragmenting per cent
45.8
43.9
38

Blade or blunt force per cent
5.9
1.2
6.7

Conversely, in some developing countries, the proportion of injuries from fragmenting munitions
tended to be lower, and in two there were high levels of injuries from blunt or bladed weapons. In all
three developing countries, including the much‐reported genocide in Rwanda in 1994, there were
relatively low levels of injury by fragmenting munitions.
Country
Republic of Congo
(1998–2000)
Rwanda (1994)
Uganda (1994–1999)

Gunshot per cent
97

Fragmenting per cent
2

Blade or blunt force per cent
2

14.7
40

1.8
10

71.8
49

50

The disparity in types of injury is due to the different levels of technology and strategies used by the
protagonists. The unsophisticated nature of weapons used tends to undermine the assertions made
in the ‘New Wars’ literature that civil wars after 1992 were uniquely bloody (see also Section 2.3.1).
Similarly, the lack of more sophisticated weapons in Republic of Congo, Uganda and Rwanda strongly
suggests that parties in those conflicts couldn’t obtain them (and had to settle for guns or blades
instead).
The relative unsophistication of weapons used underscores points made in the remainder of this
dissertation. It is unlikely that armed groups aren’t using more sophisticated weapons because they
don’t want them. Instead, the likely explanation is that groups fighting in civil wars are unable to
obtain more sophisticated weapons, and so are left relying upon rifles, knives and blunt objects. The
existence of profound fragility in Congo or Uganda, and consequent inability to control borders and
arms flows, still did not mean that there was a ‘free for all’ of illicit arms supplies as the broader web
of international governance was still able to prevent illicit arms reaching those areas (see Section
3.3).

5.3. Article 3: ‘Arms and Insurrection: How Opposition Groups Create
Military Capability and the 2011 Libyan Civil War’
Article 3 assesses the relative importance of arms acquisition for the mobilization of a rebel force in
the 2011 civil war in Libya.
Libya is selected as a case study because it presents a remarkable case, in which an opposition
movement defeated a government in under a year. The article examines the relative importance of
factors drawn from pre‐existing research on armed conflict: arms acquisition and other aspects of
logistics; outside intervention; recruitment and popular support; geography; natural resources;
choosing a strategy; and training. It concludes that the most important elements in Libya were the
opposition’s acquisition of arms (from Libyan military depots and external donors), outside
intervention via air strikes and the provision of training, and popular support. Elements with a lesser
or indirect role were the presence of natural resources, choosing a strategy and geography.
The article examines a state in which the government lacked legitimacy and democratic institutions,
and had a history of atrocities. Libya had strict weapons regulations before the start of the war, and
firearms ownership was rare, especially in urban areas. However, the state’s control over its own
stocks of weapons proved to be fragile once demonstrations against Qaddafi had begun. After the
start of the war, the Qaddafi regime rapidly lost control of arms within the country.
Article 3 states that “the acquisition of weapons from Libyan government stocks was an essential
element of how the opposition created a military force.” During the first weeks of the war,
opposition supporters in the east of Libya were able to very rapidly create a military force. There
were large numbers of recruits, but in order to be able fight forces loyal to Qaddafi, they needed
weapons. Later in the war, arms supplied by foreign donors to opposition groups in the west of Libya
had a similar effect: the arms donations helped to develop an opposition military force that was able
to advance north and take Tripoli, the capital city.
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The acquisition of arms affected important elements of the war. First, as is noted in the article: “As
has been shown in Libya, successive capture of arms depots can produce a cascading effect by which
captured arms increase the strength of a group, which is then able to capture more depots and
further increase its strength.” The manner of arms acquisition affected the speed by which the
opposition developed a military force, and that speed meant that the Qaddafi regime was affected
by strategic surprise. It was not able to react quickly enough to prevent army and police being
ejected from most of Libya’s urban areas during the first week of the war. Second, by enabling the
creation of such a large armed force, the arms acquisition affected conflict intensity. These two
factors had an effect upon the outcome and duration of the war.
The article also notes the importance of the relative military strength of the new opposition armed
forces and the Libyan armed forces, along with other security agencies that remained loyal to
Qaddafi. One reason for the opposition’s success was that prior to the war Qaddafi had deliberately
kept his army weak and poorly trained. Doing so was supposed to reduce the risk of a military coup,
but it also meant that many Libyan troops deserted rather than remained to fight, and there weren’t
enough troops armed with modern equipment able to withstand attacks by both the opposition on
the ground and the NATO‐led aircraft.
The article describes the rapidly changing threshold of state control that occurred in the days after
the start of the Libyan uprising. Libya went from a state in which there was very limited arms
availability outside state control, to one which closely resembles Arendt’s description of government
arms being appropriated en masse by revolutionaries. In terms of a functional description of the
state, its role in enforcing rules concerning arms acquisition, possession and ownership collapsed
within a few days.
The article concludes by suggesting that there are other examples of conflicts in which a partial or
total collapse of state control over arms stocks has had an effect upon conflict, for example
concerning Iraq after 2003 or Kosovo in 1997. Furthermore, the combination of arms supplies to a
non‐state group and air strikes (as was used in Libya) has also been employed in Afghanistan, Bosnia,
Kosovo and Syria. That combination appears to be effective in removing a ruling regime, but not in
creating a stable alternative government in the immediate aftermath.

5.4. Article 4: ‘The Only Thing We Want Is Weapons: Assault Rifle Prices
and Conflict Intensity’
Article 4 examines the relationship between the local availability of weapons and the intensity of
fighting in civil war. It is based upon a new dataset containing 3 582 observations of illicit arms prices
(for a description see Marsh and McDougal forthcoming).
It critiques commonly held assumptions about the ubiquity of assault rifles (see Section 2.3.1). For an
opposition group, arms are often scarce, and expensive and difficult to obtain. The article then
presents a model of the relationship between illicit arms supply, demand, price of weapons, and
intensity of fighting. It suggests that as arms are scarce, increased supply to groups that wish to use
them results in more intense fighting. In a situation of excess demand, there are more people who
want a weapon than there are arms available, and prices are likely to be high. In excess supply,
perhaps caused by government arms depots being looted, prices are low because there are more
arms available than there are people who want them.
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Average reported prices are presented in 24 conflicts. In 13, the average price is over USD 1,000, and
in another six they are over USD 500. These high prices illustrate that arms are not trivially easy to
obtain. The relationship between conflict intensity, arms availability and prices is then assessed in
detail in seven conflicts: Afghanistan, Iraq, Israel and Palestine, Libya, Pakistan, Somalia, and Syria.
In Afghanistan from 2001–2013, there appears to be a relationship between prices, supply and
demand during three phases. Demand was low and supply high from late 2001 to 2003, resulting in
low prices. The price of assault rifles peaked in 2006 as fighting intensified, but fell in 2007–8.
Increased fighting from 2008–2013 was associated with rising prices.
In Iraq, prices remained low in 2003–4. This was as a result of a supply shock caused by state arsenals
being opened during the invasion. Prices increased in 2006–7, and both prices and battle deaths
dramatically increased from 2013–2014.
In Israel/Palestine prices consistently remained high. There was not an apparent relationship
between price and conflict intensity. Instead, consistently high prices are indicative of excess
demand. In Libya, there was a correspondence between monthly prices and battle deaths between
February and November 2011, and annual prices and intensity between 2011 and 2014. In Pakistan
between 1998 and 2014 there was a general increase in both prices and conflict intensity.
In Somalia between 1998 and 2013 there was also a steady increase in both prices and conflict
intensity. In Syria, prices and intensity increased from 2011–2013. In 2014, intensity increased but
prices marginally decreased, possibly due to increased supply.
The seven cases suggest that as conflict intensity increases, so does demand for weapons. The
increased prices are explained by supply not meeting the increased demand. Lack of sufficient arms
likely inhibits the military capacity of non‐state groups as conflict intensity increases. Governments,
though, can access a competitive international market for arms, an inherent advantage which helps
to explain why non‐state groups are so infrequently victorious.
Both external support and the collapse of state control over arms depots are two events that can
dramatically increase arms supply for non‐state groups. The relationship between these factors and
conflict warrants further research.
The conclusions from the seven cases studied in this article support the conclusions found in Article 3
concerning the role of state collapse and external support.
This article shows that price levels in some places reflect the accessibility of weapons. Prices were
very low in Iraq in 2003 after state institutions had collapsed, and in contrast remained high in areas
controlled by the Israeli government. Israel was able to maintain a threshold of arms acquisition
among much of the Palestinian population. As described in Article 4, acquiring arms there took a high
level of skill or resources. The article also highlights the persistence of controls over arms acquisition.
Even in such supposedly lawless areas as Somalia or Afghanistan, prices rise along with the level of
violence. This suggests that rules within the state – or more likely among its neighbours – inhibit the
operation of market forces, which would have increased supply to meet demand.
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5.5. Article 5: ‘Reaching for the Gun: Firearms Seizures and Cross‐
National Homicide’
Article 5 examines the cross‐national relationship between illicit firearms and homicide.
The article first examines pre‐existing cross‐national research on homicide. It shows that two
national‐level variables have been found to have a relationship with homicide: development and
inequality. The article then focuses upon cross‐national studies and the relationship between
homicide and firearms.
It shows that most studies examine developed countries. Some of these show a relationship between
the level of civilian firearms possession and of homicide. Nevertheless, the few cross‐national studies
that also look at low‐ and middle‐income states (where homicide rates are highest) show either no
relationship or an inverse relationship. An inverse relationship between homicide and the level of
firearm ownership is explained by the most developed countries having both the lowest levels of
homicide and high levels of firearm ownership (more affluent populations are able to afford to buy
more firearms).
Instead of examining the level of civilian firearms possession, this article focuses upon the level of
police seizure of illicit firearms. Research presented in the article shows that firearms do explain part
of the large cross‐national variation in homicide found between developed and some developing
states. The relationship, however, does not concern the absolute number of firearms in society, but
rather the type of gun and the circumstances in which it is used.
The article tests the following hypotheses that, within the sample, there is a positive relationship
between national levels of homicide and:




national levels of firearms seizure;
seizures of handguns (commonly used for personal protection) but not of long guns
(commonly used for hunting); and
the proportion of handguns possessed among all registered firearms.

All three hypotheses were supported.
The article shows that there is a relationship between homicide and firearms that explains the very
large variations present in national homicide levels when developing states are compared with
developed states. Within the sample, there is a relationship between high levels of firearm seizure,
especially of pistols, and high levels of pistol ownership.
The much higher level of seizures in developing countries with, overall, much higher levels of
homicide suggest that firearms are not being controlled by the state to nearly the same degree as in
developed countries. Similarly, the higher seizures and ownership of pistols compared to long guns is
strongly indicative of an environment in which weapons are acquired for use in acts of violence.
The article concludes with a suggestion that high levels of seizures and homicide, in countries with
low levels of possession, can be explained by armed groups being easily able to access illicit arms
supplies – some of which are seized. Overall, high levels of seizures reflect a large pool of illicit arms
in the country, weapons which can easily be acquired by armed groups.
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6. Conclusions and implications for research on violence
In 1990 a small group of Libyan‐trained Malian fighters, hoping to gain independence for the region
of Mali they called Azawad, started a war that would go on to last six years. It was claimed that, on
the first day of the war and armed with a single Kalashnikov, they attacked an isolated government
position and obtained a further 12 automatic rifles. Later that day, they used those guns to attack a
larger position at the town of Méneka, where they captured a further 124 automatic rifles (see
Humphreys and ag Mohamed 2005: 247; 297). By the end of the first day, they had enough guns to
start a war.
This vignette illustrates some of the answers to the puzzle set out at the beginning of this
dissertation. Weapons provide opportunity, and a single gun provided the opportunity to get many
more. The captured guns were so important that it was initially worth risking an attack while
outnumbered in order to obtain them. Intention matters – a highly motivated group can overcome a
lack of arms so long as they are willing to take risks and obtain them from the state. The number of
arms in circulation in Mali overall was not a prerequisite for rebellion (Humphreys and ag Mohamed
2005: 275). Instead, what mattered was how easy arms acquisition was for a specific group that
wanted to initiate a violent uprising.
The remainder of this section addresses the overarching research question set out in Section 1.1:
what is the relationship between arms acquisition by non‐state groups and violence? The following
discussion highlights how this dissertation has illuminated the various forms of that relationship. As
befits this dissertation’s exploratory aim and broad scope, the following contributions are intended
to stimulate further research, and are not assumed to be definitive conclusions. These are
summarized here and are examined in greater detail in Sections 6.1 to 6.7.
I first outline contributions which concern the basic nature of the relationship between arms
acquisition and violence and address the sometimes erroneous assumptions outlined in Section 1
and mentioned in the literature reviews in Section 2.
The first basic contribution of this dissertation is to provide further criticism of the ‘amorphous
image’ of an easily accessible global illicit market that fuels violence around the world (see Sections
1, 2.3.1 and 5.2). Instead, arms are often scarce and difficult to obtain. There is a large amount of
geographical and temporal variation in the ease of arms acquisition (something highlighted in all the
articles, and especially in Article 5). Arms are not a fungible resource. A group that wishes to sustain
a high intensity of violence will find it necessary to develop specific arms supply channels. The ease
or difficulty of doing so is a consequence of a group’s internal strength and the external environment
(eg how well guarded are state stockpiles, to what extent can the state control its borders and inhibit
trafficking, are there willing sponsors?).
A second basic contribution is that the ease of acquisition by groups matters more than the total
number of guns in society, and the two often are not congruent. This point is argued in Article 1,
while evidence is provided within a broad sample in Article 5, and in Articles 3 and 4. In Libya in
February 2011, or in countries such as Mexico, the Philippines or South Africa, there are
comparatively low levels of firearm possession throughout society, but they contain areas that
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experience extremely high levels of violence committed with firearms – something partly explained
by the ease of acquisition by armed groups.
A third basic contribution is to reiterate that – even when it occurs in regions affected by violent non‐
state actors – arms acquisition is not a sufficient cause of violence; more guns do not necessarily
equal more deaths (see Sections 1, 2.5.1 and 3.4). Arms acquisition may, in some cases, precede or
co‐occur with an increasing incidence of violence. But acquiring weapons does not always lead to
more violence, especially if the groups that acquire those weapons decide to adopt a less violent or
peaceful strategy.
These three basic contributions may appear to be intuitive and unremarkable. But they need to be
made. This is because many people, often implicitly, assume that arms acquisition is either easy, or
unimportant (see Section 2). Instead, as is shown in the remainder of this section, the pervasive
difficulty in acquiring arms has important implications for how we understand the dynamics of
violence.
Building upon the above three basic contributions and existing research, this dissertation makes
further contributions by highlighting when arms can be described as being a necessary or a
contributory cause of violence.
For example, Sislin and Pearson (2001: 4) state that arms acquisition is not necessary in order to
escalate a conflict. That is correct in the sense that it may be possible to escalate using existing stocks
of weapons, or if a group is willing to risk sustaining higher casualties. Arms acquisition is necessary
for escalation if a group cannot draw upon existing stocks or risk its fighters (see especially Article 4).
I can suggest that if a group or its potential members do not already possess adequate stocks of
arms, and it doesn’t want its fighters to face extra risks of being casualties, then acquisition is likely
to be a necessary condition in the following circumstances:






If a group wishes to escalate levels of violence;
If a group wishes to move from a guerrilla to a conventional strategy (especially if it has
enough recruits but not enough arms to equip them);
If a group wishes to attack well defended targets (which may require acquiring more
powerful weapons);
If people wish to start a new group that will engage in fighting against armed opponents;
If a group wishes to sustain fighting over a long period (acquiring ammunition will be
essential).

For a state, control over arms acquisition is a necessary condition of a successful government
attempt to limit the destructive capacity of armed groups.
These points have several important implications for the dynamics, intensity, duration and outcome
of acts of violence, which are examined in the following sections. In brief, supplies of arms
(particularly ammunition) limit the maximum intensity of fighting that can be carried out by a group.
Against a well‐armed opponent, people who lack a weapon and requisite ammunition will be unable
to function as fighters (without taking extraordinary risks). Calculations based upon comparative
military strength and effectiveness will play a central role when groups decide upon strategies. Ease
of acquisition affects the ability of new groups to form, something which affects whether a conflict is
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characterized by a plethora of groups, a few ‘warlords’, or a single opposition group. The ease by
which almost all states can lawfully access international arms markets means that, concerning arms
acquisition, government forces usually have inherent and significant advantages compared to their
non‐state adversaries.
Arms acquisition is also a contributory cause. In other words, arms are neither necessary nor
sufficient, but contribute to acts of violence in combination with other factors. Even when it is not a
necessary condition, the role of arms acquisition is often to intensify the destructiveness or lethality
of acts of violence. For example, even if a group has adequate weapons to avoid excessive casualties,
a decision to escalate the intensity of fighting will probably result in more battle deaths if a group
armed with firearms can also acquire heavier weapons like mortars or rocket‐propelled grenades.
Alternatively, a group may be able to adopt a conventional strategy in a wider geographical area if it
is able to arm more combatants.
In the following sections, I return to the six questions outlined in Section 1.1 and tease out the above
points, and others, in more detail. Examples are drawn from Articles 1–5, and in keeping with the
ambition of this dissertation to provide a broad analysis, examples from other relevant cases are also
presented in order to show the wider implications and potential generalizability of the findings
contained in the articles.

6.1 To what extent is arms acquisition essential for a group to use
violence?
Acquisition of weapons is essential if a group is to be involved in prolonged fighting against a
stronger party (almost always the case if a group is fighting the state). The quantity and type of arms
that need to be acquired depend upon the group’s intended strategy (see Article 1, Section 2.6) – for
example, a bank robberies may only require a few firearms, whereas taking and holding territory will
usually require at least parity in armaments with state military forces.
Especially when fighting against other non‐state groups, or against poorly equipped, trained and led
state forces, the acquisition of weapons is the most important factor needed to create a military
force (Article 3). Article 4 quotes a Syrian fighter claiming that, “The only thing we want is weapons”,
a sentiment echoed throughout history and which can be found, for example, in Carlyle’s (1837: 251)
account of the French Revolution: “On Monday the huge City has awoke, not to its week‐day
industry: to what a different one! The working man has become a fighting man; has one want only:
that of arms.”
As described in the review of the literature, there are different views concerning the extent to which,
or under what circumstances, arms acquisition is a necessary condition for initiating violence or
conflict, escalating the level of violence, or maintaining it at that level (see Section 2.6). My argument
is that weapons provide their bearers with opportunities to commit acts of violence, but that the
importance of acquiring those weapons for the group depends on a group’s strategy, and the
strategy and capabilities of its adversaries. In practice, this means that arms acquisition is not a
necessary condition for conflict initiation, escalation or maintaining a pre‐existing level of violence if
a group already possesses adequate weapons. Possessing enough arms could occur if a group
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pursued a strategy involving limited acts of violence, is fighting a weaker party, or alternatively if it
already had control over large stocks of arms.
Arms provide opportunities for violence in ways that are different to other resources associated with
conflict (Article 1). Arms are not fungible: it is difficult to use other objects as weapons, and weapons
are not well‐suited for other tasks. Conflict goods such as oil, opium or gold can be used to buy arms,
but those goods are useless as weapons in themselves.
In some cases, a specific weapon, or type, is essential for a particular objective. A bomber needs a
bomb and a gunman needs a gun. The only way that a group could feasibly attack a high‐flying
aircraft would be to obtain an anti‐aircraft missile. Specific types of arms often cannot be substituted
for each other. A handgun is most useful for a gang member needing personal protection, and a
torpedo for attacking a submarine, but each cannot be used in the other role. Sometimes it is
possible to improvise (such as by using a kitchen knife or even a vehicle), but usually a specially
designed weapon is a much more effective tool of violence.
More often, arms are more general‐purpose weapons that can be used for a variety of objectives.
There are many cases of exceptionally determined people taking great risks by using weapons that
are very inferior to those used by their opponents. For example, in 1956 Hungarian civilians rose up
against Soviet invaders, and for eight days the inhabitants of Budapest and other towns fought
against tanks armed mainly with small arms, grenades and Molotov cocktails (eg Byrne, Békés and
Rainer 2002: 288–289).
In general, the acquisition of a weapon allows a group to inflict more casualties with fewer potential
losses of its own personnel. Arms represent a trade‐off between blood and technology. The defender
of Budapest would presumably have preferred to have been armed with the most specialized anti‐
tank weapons of the day – specialized artillery, mines and rockets. But as only very small quantities
were available, they chose to improvise and put themselves at much greater risk.
Failure to obtain adequate arms will have a negative effect upon a group’s military effectiveness; in
particular, it may have many more recruits than can be armed and so made into effective
combatants (Article 3, Article 4). The Soviet army took control over Budapest after just over a week.
To be militarily successful without taking excessive risks, a group needs – at a minimum – to achieve
local parity in arms with its opponents (Article 1). What that parity entails in practice is that there will
be many different forms of armament in different regions and over time (Article 2). If only bladed
weapons are available, then they will be used (Article 2), or local arms competitions may occur if
groups respond to each other’s arms acquisition (Article 1, Section 1.2.2).
In addition to acquiring arms, the ability to use them is also an important component of military
capability (see Biddle 2006 on the importance of infantry skills and training), something highlighted
in Article 3. In the developing states where most violence takes place, both non‐state and state
forces are often poorly trained and equipped (Kalyvas and Balcells 2010: 418–9). Where training is
low on all sides, then the acquisition of arms makes a significant difference to the relative military
capacity between a group and government; the relative balance is based upon the number of armed
combatants that each are able to field.
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6.2 How easy or difficult is it for non‐state groups to obtain arms?
It is commonly asserted by some world leaders, NGOs and researchers that the world is ‘awash’ with
weapons which cause mass casualties across the world (See Sections 2.3.1 and 5.2). The amorphous
image of ubiquitous arms described by Borne (2007) continues to be a feature of research and policy
(Articles 1, 2 and 4, Section 1). A contribution of this dissertation is to renew criticism of the
amorphous image. The world is not wracked by consistently high casualties caused by ubiquitous
weapons (Article 2). Instead, there is great variation in weapons availability between counties and
regions (Articles 1, 2, 4 and 5) and over time (Articles 3 and 4).
Weapons and particularly ammunition are mostly scarce resources that usually cannot be easily
obtained in sufficient quantities from the local population. For example, Diamond (2007: 353–5)
describes how being starved of external arms supplies was the most important reason for Biafra’s
military collapse. He describes how, apart from some captured Nigerian army stocks, during the
initial phase of the war “almost all arms were locally made” by local smiths (2007: 343). Despite
receiving some external arms supplies purchased from Czech, French and Portuguese sources, by the
end of the war about half of the arms carried by Biafran troops were still rudimentary, locally made
weapons (2007: 345). However, Diamond concludes that, “If Biafra was starved of arms, Nigeria had
more than it could use” due to the “the endless flow of military and related equipment from Europe
to Lagos” (2007: 345).
The ease or difficulty in obtaining arms, or their availability to a group, is both a consequence of the
external environment (how strongly are arms guarded, what do they cost, is a sponsor willing to
supply them?) and of a group’s internal strength (can it successfully attack military bases or depots,
set up cross border supply lines or buy the equipment it needs?) (Article 1).
A second contribution of this dissertation is to describe the great variation in how easy or difficult it
is to obtain arms. Weapons acquisition was very different in Iraq in 2003 after state stocks had been
opened and dispersed, in Afghanistan during the Cold War where vast quantities of arms were
supplied by a foreign sponsor, and during the civil war in Nepal, where the most important source of
arms was from raiding state stockpiles (Article 1). Even within Libya during the spring of 2011, around
Benghazi and other parts of the rebel‐held east it was possible to walk into a military depot and walk
out with weapons; but groups in the mountains to the south of Tripoli faced a severe shortage of
arms, which was not eased until they received external supplies (Article 3).
Ease of acquisition can change over time. For example, arms became easier to obtain and more
abundant during the course of the 2011 civil war in Libya, something that can be seen in the
decreasing proportion of improvised weapons that were identified in the hands of combatants over
the course of the fighting (Article 3). There are large differences in the price of weapons between
different states and over time (Article 4).
Ease of acquisition can be inferred from two articles. Article 2 shows a high degree of variation in the
types of weapon used to kill or injure and one can assume that where a high proportion are caused
by bladed weapons or blunt instruments the assailants were unable to obtain more powerful arms.
There is also great variation in seizures of illicit weapons around the world, which can be assumed to
be an indicator of illicit availability (Article 5).
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Such variation reiterates prior research (eg Sislin and Pearson 2001 or Bourne 2007) that the ease or
difficulty of arms acquisition is potentially an important independent variable that (along with other
variables including intention) can help explain the intensity of violence, the number of dead or
injured, or strategic decisions like conflict initiation, escalation or termination. The consequences of
the variation in the ease or difficulty are examined in the remaining sub‐questions.
The implication of the variation in ease of acquiring arms is that opportunities for violence facilitated
by arms will similarly be varied. Only in a circumstance in which a vast array of military hardware was
actually free for the taking (for example, after a complete collapse of the national armed forces and
other state institutions) would a group’s opportunities for violent action not be constrained by
difficulties in acquiring weapons needed to carry out a desired course of action. Such a group would
be able to plan on strategies without considering how to obtain arms. In all other circumstances,
difficulty in obtaining arms will have a direct effect upon a group’s military effectiveness and choices.

6.3 How does arms acquisition affect mortality or injury?
The most direct way that arms acquisition affects mortality is through providing a group with new
opportunities to inflict casualties (Articles 1–5). For example, during the early 1990s, the Sudan
People’s Liberation Army shelled and besieged the city of Juba in what is now South Sudan (Rone,
Prendergast and Sorensen 1994: 112–121); and in Bosnia and Herzegovina the Army of Republika
Srpska shelled and besieged the city of Sarajevo (Burg and Shoup 1999: 131–133; 143–146). That
shelling was only possible because each non‐state force had been able to acquire artillery capable of
firing shells into civilian areas. Overall, Moore (2012) finds an association between external supplies
of major conventional weapons (such as tanks, missiles or artillery) to non‐state groups and
subsequent conflict escalation and higher mortality.
In particular, the acquisition of large quantities of arms from state stockpiles by groups intent upon
violence leads to more intense fighting and destruction in Iraq (Article 1), Libya (Article 3), and Syria
(Article 4) (see also Jackson 2010 for other examples).
Arms acquisition has a similar relationship to homicide. Article 5 shows that there is a cross‐national
relationship between the national level of arms seizures (assumed to be an indicator for illicit arms
availability) and the homicide rate. There is an apparent relationship between mortality and the level
of illicit acquisition, which can be explained as a relationship between acquisition by groups intent on
violence, and the intensity of violence itself.
A lack of weapons similarly limits a group’s ability to inflict casualties and so conflict intensity (Article
1). In parts of Libya during the 2011 civil war, and in the early phases of the civil war in Syria, there
are numerous reports of recruits who were motivated to fight but were unable to obtain arms
(Article 3, Article 4). Prices for arms that rise along with casualties in areas such as Afghanistan or
Somalia suggest that demand for arms outstrips supply and groups and so there is a ‘braking’ effect
upon their ability to escalate a conflict and cause more casualties (Article 1, Article 4).
An important caveat is that the relationship between mortality and the general quantity of arms in
society is much more tenuous. Armed groups need to obtain specific types of arms and in
concentrations not usually found in society at large (Article 1). Even if every household in a region
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contains a gun, it will be difficult for a group to obtain them, and those households won’t be able to
supply more powerful weapons like mortars, or ammunition in quantities needed for combat. A
major war could be started in a state like Libya that had a very low level of societal arms availability
as people were able to appropriate state stocks.
In large samples including highly fragile states, there similarly is not a cross‐national relationship
between overall societal arms availability and homicide (Article 5). Overall, groups engaged in
violence (be they gangs or rebels) usually constitute a very small proportion of the population (see
Section 1) and what matters is their acquisition of arms rather than the quantity of arms in society at
large.
To sum up, there is an apparent relationship between the ease by which groups can obtain arms
(especially illicitly) and the intensity of violence. Difficulty in obtaining arms can limit the intensity of
violence.

6.4 How does arms acquisition affect groups’ strategies?
Arms acquisition affects the strategy chosen by a group. Section 2.6 identifies three crucial strategic
decisions for a group: whether to initiate acts of violence (or instead remain non‐violent); whether to
adopt a guerrilla or conventional strategy (including transitioning from one to another); and whether
to escalate a conflict by increasing the level of violence.
In particular, once a group has decided to embark upon an armed struggle, it faces a strategic choice
between guerrilla warfare or a conventional strategy (Arreguín‐Toft 2006; Jones 2017: 35–56). In
addition, arms acquisition may affect a group’s immediate military objectives (especially if it needs to
capture more arms), and external sponsors may seek to influence a group’s strategic choices.
All of these choices are influenced by what is described in Article 1 as “the extent to which a group’s
objectives are not constrained by a lack of specific weapons and ammunition” (Article 1, p. 60). No
matter how much a group benefits from popular support or financing, it will face constraints on its
military strategy if it is unable to obtain enough weapons.
In general, a guerrilla strategy is the only viable option if a group lacks weapons. Guerrilla warfare
relies upon concealment and dispersion, as guerrillas aim to sap the will of their enemy via quick
attacks upon personnel and material. A group can concentrate what weapons it has in order to
ambush its opponents (especially isolated units), and then withdraw as soon as reinforcements
arrive. Alternatively, a group using a conventional strategy will try to take towns and other strategic
points, and will defend them against attacks by the government or other groups. Much greater
quantities of arms and ammunition, and heavier weapons, are a necessary condition for a
conventional military strategy involving taking and holding territory.
Concerning the decision to initiate conflict, a contribution of this dissertation has been to highlight
the role of weapons acquisition in the creation of new groups (either from scratch or as splinters
from existing groups) (Article 1) (something also considered in Section 6.5). As is shown concerning
Libya and Syria, opportunities to create new groups involved in violence are greater when weapons
acquisition is easier (Articles 3 and 4).
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If arms or the skills needed to use them are absent or scarce, such a limitation may affect a group’s
willingness to initiate violence (see also Sections 1 and 2.6). Lack of weapons does not pose an
absolute barrier to use of violence, as arms can be acquired. Even the most poorly equipped group
will be able to obtain the means to obtain and throw a petrol bomb. If a group wishes to harm
unarmed civilians, then improvised weapons will be sufficient. As mentioned at the beginning of this
section, if they can obtain even a single gun, that weapon can be used to obtain more.
However, acquiring arms is a very important consideration if a group wishes to do more than just
commit acts of violence per se. If a group is considering trying to fight and win against state forces,
hold territory, or control populations, then the ease or difficulty by which it can obtain the necessary
weapons should be an important component of whether it decides whether or not to initiate armed
conflict, or perhaps use a non‐violent strategy.
In Libya, the opposition forces were able to seize and hold cities (thereby adopting a conventional
strategy) because they were able to appropriate large military stocks within the first week of the
start of the fighting. Choosing such a conventional strategy was only possible because the group was
not fatally constrained in its ability to acquire arms (Article 3).
The early 20th Century Irish republican rebellion against British rule provides a good example of how
arms acquisition can influence conflict initiation by a pre‐existing group, and whether a group
chooses a conventional or guerrilla strategy. In 1916, Irish republicans planned a conventional war of
independence from Britain which would be based upon a mass insurrection that would take and hold
Dublin and other urban areas. They intended to acquire enough rifles from Germany to arm a force
of 19,000, who would be able to seize Dublin and tie down British troops in the rest of Ireland and so
prevent recapture of Dublin (McKenna: 14). The 1916 Easter Rising was planned to coincide with the
arrival of a ship from Germany laden with 20,000 rifles, 10 machineguns and a million rounds of
ammunition (McKenna: 14). The republicans timed the start of the planned Easter Rising to coincide
with acquiring enough arms to follow a conventional strategy.
However, the ship was intercepted by the British (McKenna 2011: 15). The Easter Rising went ahead
regardless, but was defeated within six days. That defeat prompted a reassessment of republican
strategy prior to the start of the ultimately successful War of Independence (1919–1921). McKenna
(2011: 38–65) describes how the republicans’ inability to acquire large quantities of weapons around
and after the Easter Rising played an important role in their decision to drop a conventional strategy
and instead take up guerrilla attacks against remote units and positions in the countryside (which
attrited British forces and provided sources of weapons).
As mentioned in Section 6.4, a lack of arms and especially ammunition will prevent a group from
being able to take the strategic decision to escalate the intensity of violence (Articles 1, 3 and 4). In
Libya, the rapid escalation of the fighting was possible due to the ability of opposition fighters to
appropriate state arms depots, and later receive external arms supplies (Article 3, Article 4).
The importance of acquiring weapons (Section 6.1) means that a group that lacks weapons will
prioritize attacking bases, depots and other buildings that contain government stocks of arms, and
capturing sites that assist in illicitly importing arms (such as border crossings or airfields). During the
Libyan civil war, the opposition fighters south of Tripoli prioritized capturing a border crossing so
they could more easily import arms from Tunisia (Article 3).
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Often a group’s strategy in the initial phases of a war focuses upon capturing arms from the
government it fights. In Libya, one of the first acts by the opposition fighters was to storm military
bases and depots (Article 3). Other examples include the storming of the Bastille in the early stages
of the French Revolution, which was carried out in order to obtain the arms assumed to be stored
within the fortress (Carlyle 1837: 251–2, Vovelle 1984: 105), and the American Revolutionary War,
where a small force of Green Mountain Boys achieved the first offensive victory over the British after
they attacked Fort Ticonderoga in order to obtain the weapons held within (Ward 2011: 62).
Finally, arms supplies from external donors can be a significant source of weapons (Articles 1 and 3),
and external sponsors will usually seek to influence a group’s strategy by threatening to withhold
supplies if the group does not acquiesce (Article 1, Bourne 2007: 212–229). As found in Afghanistan
during the Cold War, groups that wish to obtain outside donations of arms may adjust their
ideological position, and perhaps objectives, in order to make themselves more attractive to a donor
(Article 1). External donations of arms may involve principal‐agent relationships in which the
interests of recipients may well be different from those of donors, and the donors may find it difficult
to control the actions of the groups that receive arms.17

6.5 How does arms acquisition affect the fragmentation of an
insurgency?
Arms provide opportunities to commit violence; the easier it is to obtain them, the more widespread
the opportunities. As is shown above in Sections 6.1 and 6.4, if they are to fight effectively, non‐state
groups need to acquire arms, and doing so is often a difficult and dangerous task. The ease or
difficulty by which the arms acquisition threshold can be crossed affects both the ability of potential
combatants to set up new groups from scratch, and the ease by which they can leave and form
splinter groups. As such, arms acquisition affects, and is affected by, rebel governance.
If they are to prevent the emergence of rivals, non‐state groups that attempt to control territory or
populations need to try to control access to arms by other existing or potential groups. Failure to do
so affects the ability of a rebel group to govern its territory.
Article 1 presents a correspondence between the ease of arms acquisition and the mode of
insurgency in Nepal, Afghanistan and Iraq. Article 3 presents the most fine‐grained picture to date of
the ease or difficulty of arms acquisition (in Libya during 2011) and also notes that the existence of
captured state stockpiles is a likely cause of the large number of armed groups operating in Libya
during and after the 2011 civil war. Other scholars have examined the relationship between arms
availability and control and the form of an insurgency in other contexts and found a similar
relationship to that presented in Article 1: Duquet (2009) concerning the Niger Delta in Nigeria;
Strazzari and Tholens (2010) concerning Palestinian groups in Gaza and the West Bank, and Strazzari
and Tholens (2014) concerning the 2011 civil war in Libya. Furthermore, reportage from ongoing
armed conflicts also sometimes comments on the relationship between availability, control and the
form of an insurgency. For example, Giglio (2013), reporting from Syria, states that:

17

Principal agent relations concerning donated military equipment and training to government forces are
discussed by Biddle (2017: 127–128) and Biddle MacDonald and Baker (2017: 94–104).
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Rebel leaders, however, have long argued that the lack of a steady and centralized flow of
weapons has only fueled factionalism, leading rebel groups to compete for resources while
dividing their loyalties among different donors—and that meaningful international support
would help to bring everyone into line. They say “that weapons flow channeled in the right
way creates political unity, and that if you have something everyone wants, you can unify
these competing factions”.
The situation described by Giglio in Syria resembles that described in Article 1 concerning
warlordism, in which competing commanders control arms donated by foreign sponsors. Unified
action by the foreign donors to coordinate arms supply to Syria may have led to a unified opposition
in 2013, but it was never seriously attempted.
In particular, it does appear that instances of state collapse (defined by Rotberg 2004, Zartman 1995)
in either the whole of the national territory (such as Iraq in 2003) or part of it (Libya in March 2011),
in which the state loses control of or a large proportion of its weapons stocks (for several examples
see Jackson 2010), is generally associated with the existence of fragmentation and many different
armed groups. Other studies of arms acquisition in the context of state collapse also provide
evidence of fragmentation (eg over ten different armed groups) in the context of very easy arms
acquisition: in particular, in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union, for example in Georgia
during 1992–1993 (Demetriou 2002) and Tajikistan during the same period (Torjesen, Wille, and
MacFarlane (2005 7–12); and in Somalia between 1988 and 1991 (Clapham 2007: 231; Kapteijns
2012: 96–100, 120–126).
State collapse likely has two roles. State stockpiles are opened and large quantities of freely available
arms lower that threshold to creating a new armed group. As important, prior governance and
security structures break down and so people are very likely to be motivated to form armed groups,
and doing so may encourage others to do so via the security dilemma (Greene and Marsh 2012: 257–
8).
Perhaps the most portentous example of the correspondence between easy access to arms and the
existence of large numbers of armed groups in the context of a collapse of state armed forces can be
found in Weimar Germany during the years after the end of the First World War. At the end of 1918
and beginning of 1919, the German armies dissolved (and were limited in size by the victorious allies)
and millions of men made their way back from the front. Street fighting ensued between well‐armed
paramilitary units who were drawn from communist‐inspired workers and soldiers’ councils, forces
aligned with political parties, and groups of anti‐communist home guard and ‘freikorps’ who were
made up of former members of the armed forces (Schumann 2012).
Diehl (1977: 293–7) estimates that between 1.25 and 1.5 million men were part of volunteer
paramilitary formations during the early years of the Weimar Republic. There was a high degree of
fragmentation, and Diehl (1977: 312) mentions counts of up to 400 different freikorps groups,
whereas Jones (1987: 249–265) lists 163 ‘major’ freikorps groups (eg with hundreds or thousands of
members).
Schumann (2012: 3–12, 17–19, 36–7, 44) describes how arms were easily obtained. The most
important source was from military stocks, and weapons were often appropriated by leftists,
donated to freikorps and home guard, or were removed as garrisons joined one side or another.
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Additional sources of weapons were weapons factories, troops who had not been properly
demobilized and had kept their guns, and private stocks owned by the civilian population (especially
in rural areas). In time, one of the most important paramilitary groups to emerge from this chaotic
milieu of armed factions was the Sturmabteilung (or SA), associated with the National Socialist
German Workers' Party.

6.6 How does state governance affect arms acquisition?
State governance is the context within which armed groups’ weapons acquisition takes place (see
Section 3.3 and Article 1). The extent to which they are successful (or even deliberately proliferate
arms to proxies) affects the quantity and type of arms that can be acquired by non‐state groups.
States enact laws that are designed to control who can obtain arms, and doing so is a key aspect of
statehood (Section 3.3). Governance of arms also occurs via a complex web of sub‐national and
societal governance, and international agreements and treaties (see Section 3.3). Such laws,
regulations and rules are ubiquitous, and government law enforcement agencies such as police and
customs, and also the armed forces, are tasked with preventing illicit arms acquisition. State control
of arms is a counter‐insurgency strategy (Article 4).
There are though large differences in the ability of states to ensure that people actually comply, and
there is great variation in the capacity of governments to control or prevent arms acquisition by non‐
state groups (see Articles 1, 3, 4 and 5). The ability of a state to control arms acquisition should be
regarded as a key facet of state strength or fragility.
The importance and role of state governance over arms can be seen most dramatically when that
governance rapidly breaks down during state collapse (as described above in Section 6.5 and see
Articles 1,3 and 4). Outside of such extreme contexts, states are also affected in various ways by an
inability to prevent groups from illicitly acquiring weapons. An important aspect of fragility is an
inability to prevent illicit transfers of arms (Section 3.3). The most important sources of illicit
acquisition are from trafficking, leakage from state stocks, and donation (for more detail, see Marsh
2018: 14–18).
There can be dramatic differences between the apparent level of illicit acquisition, with states such
as Brazil, Colombia or Mexico reporting annual seizures of over 10,000 firearms while other states
such as France, Romania or Lithuania report annual seizures of tens or hundreds (see Article 5, and
Karp, Marsh and Ravagli 2015). Different levels of scarcity of arms can be from illicit prices, and
Article 4 highlights the scarcity of arms reflected in high prices found in Israel, something assumed to
be due to the better relative ability of that state to control arms within its borders.
Illicit cross‐border flows can involve very large numbers of weapons. An important source of arms in
Latin America is via straw purchases at gun shops in the United States. The arms are then trafficked
out of the United States (either directly into Latin American states or slowly filtering south).
MacDougal et al. (2013) estimate that over 200,000 firearms were obtained in this way and trafficked
across the US border over 2010–2012. Such an estimate is plausible, as during the same period
Mexico seized 101,086 firearms (Karp, Marsh and Ravagli 2015: 9). Leakage from state stockpiles can
also be significant, even in countries not involved in warfare. For example, statistics published by the
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South African Police Service (SAPS) show over 2009–2013 a total of 8,614 firearms issued to its
officers had been reported as lost or stolen (Marsh and Dube 2014). It is likely that the guns had
actually been sold.
Donations to proxies can also involve significant movements of arms. For example, US arms supplies
to Syrian rebel groups are reported to have been worth some USD 1.3 billion between 2015 and
2018. Those supplies included a delivery of 50 tonnes of ammunition in October 2015, and between
December 2015 and September 2016 the US Special Operations Command (SOCOM) chartered four
cargo ships laden with 6,300 tonnes of munitions purchased from Romania and Bulgaria, which were
transported to logistics supply bases in Turkey and Jordan (Angelovski and Marzouk 2017).
An inability of a state to prevent illicit acquisition can also affect levels of violence. Using seizures as a
proxy for illicit acquisition, a clear implication of Article 5’s findings is that lack of state control over
illicit acquisition affects groups’ armament and so their opportunities to cause violence (which is
reflected in the homicide rate). As reflected in Articles 1, 3 and 4, armed groups involved in conflict
need supplies of weapons and the ability of the state to prevent them affects mortality, strategies
and fragmentation (see Sections 6.3, 6.4 and 6.5).

6.7 The relationship between arms acquisition by non‐state groups and
violence
To return to Mao’s phrase quoted in the beginning of Section 1, power grows out of the barrel of a
gun. That gun needn’t be fired; its mere presence provides its possessor the ability to coerce and
intimidate. A human is transformed by picking up a weapon – a man becomes a gunman (Latour
1994: 30–34). Acquiring a weapon means that the gunman now has vastly more destructive potential
than could be achieved with human strength alone, and that potential can be used to control or
eliminate others (Arendt 1970: 46).
The act of acquiring arms does not create power in itself. Wider social change precipitated by violent
groups is, in short, generally due to an interaction between motivation, weak government and
available resources (for example, on insurgency see Jones 2017:31). Arms are a key resource for a
group intent upon committing acts of violence. Acquiring them provides new opportunities.
Perceiving arms as being resources that provide opportunities falls squarely within prior research
(see Section 3.1). This dissertation has shown that arms affect groups’ opportunities for violence in
ways that are unlike other resources. As the tools of violence, weapons play a direct role, whereas
the role of other resources is more indirect (for example, commodities might be used to obtain
arms). It is difficult to substitute arms for other resources – one cannot kill a soldier with a diamond,
or destroy a flying aircraft with a truck. The variation in the weapons acquired by groups shows that
arms acquisition should be considered to be a key independent variable in explaining violence.
Acquisition of weapons enhances a group’s destructive potential. In doing so, it affects a group’s
trade‐off between damaging an opponent and accepting losses of its personnel. The point at which a
group will be prepared to risk its personnel varies considerably. Some groups are risk averse, others
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accept great losses; crucially, the calculation must also take into account the arms held by
opponents. But that calculation needs to be made, and it affects the elements found in the six
questions: the potential to inflict casualties; a group’s strategy; and the ability to create a new armed
group. A key role for states, especially in areas affected by fragility, is to affect that calculation by
restricting weapons acquisition by groups. Adequately armed groups can violently resist state
authority.
As Mao knew well, the overall disposition of weapons affects the opportunities and calculations
made by groups and states. Easy acquisition of arms, perhaps from stocks left over from a previous
conflict, lowers a threshold that a group may wish to cross before it embarks upon a new armed
struggle. As noted in Section 3.3, states attempt to control arms acquisition, and groups intent upon
violence attempt to resist that control.

6.8 Implications for research on violence
The above conclusions have further implications for research and policy concerning arms acquisition
and violence. Unlike the great majority of research on arms within societies (with the exception of
Criminology), this dissertation focuses upon arms acquisition as an important independent variable
that explains violence.
By focusing upon groups that engage in violence, regardless of their motive, this dissertation has
developed a multidisciplinary perspective on research on violence. Such an approach is not unique
(see for example Krause, Muggah and Wennman 2008; Krause, Muggah and Gilgen 2011; and del
Frate, Krause and Nowak 2015), but a focus upon arms and violence that crosses disciplinary
boundaries provides a different perspective to the great majority of published research (see Section
2). In doing so, this dissertation makes contributions to fields including Conflict Studies, Peace
Research and Criminology, which are presented in the remainder of this section. Three of the most
important implications for research are presented below.
6.8.1 Violence and fragility
As highlighted in Sections 2.5.1 and Article 5, research on the relationship between arms and crime
has mainly focused upon the effects of more or less restrictive legislation in the United States and
other developed countries. Comparisons between the states that make up the United States, small
groups of developed countries, and – over time – within developed countries do point toward lower
levels of firearm ownership leading to lower levels of violence committed with firearms. However,
that apparent relationship is not present when arms and homicide are compared in much larger
samples that include developing countries that overall experience much higher levels of violence.
This dissertation provides an explanation for the lack of a relationship between societal levels of
arms possession and homicide in developing countries. First, the role of arms is to provide an
opportunity for violence. That opportunity need not be used, and the weapons present in society
could instead be used for sport or recreation – or remain locked away and not used at all. The role of
intentions to commit acts of violence is as important as the presence of opportunities to do so. As
noted in Section 3.3, countries with comparatively peaceful internal societies (such as Japan, Norway
or Australia) have undergone long historical processes by which the state took over roles of justice
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and protection and for the most part individual acts of killing became socially unacceptable. Many
developing countries have not undergone such a long‐term transformation, and factors such as rapid
urbanization and globalization may have undermined pre‐existing norms and forms of customary
authority which mitigate against violence.
Second, the governance of developing countries is often affected by fragility (see Section 3.3) – often
profoundly so. In many cases, countries have comparatively restrictive laws concerning firearms
acquisition and possession, but their governments are unable to enforce those laws. A further
consequence of fragility is the existence of gangs that are involved in crime, are in violent
competition with each other and the state, and low levels of convictions for homicide. Such groups
may well only comprise a very small proportion of total population, but they have a wholly
disproportionate effect upon levels of homicide.
Acquisition of arms by such groups – how easy it is, what weapons they can acquire – plays a role in
explaining why countries such as Honduras or South Africa experience such high levels of homicide
even though their populations overall possess fewer arms than found in many countries with much
lower levels of violence. Especially in fragile contexts, the ease of illicit acquisition is a more
important explanation for levels of violence than differences in legal restrictions on lawful acquisition
or possession. Illicit acquisition – via trafficking, appropriation of state stockpiles or from a donor –
offers groups the ability to acquire arms and ammunition anonymously, in bulk, and to obtain more
powerful weapons than could be lawfully purchased by a citizen (for a summary, see Marsh 2018:
14–18).
Governance has been described above as a context in which arms acquisition takes place. Over the
long run, arms acquisition can affect governance and help to increase fragility by endowing non‐state
groups with greater firepower. The appropriation of state‐controlled weapons by non‐state groups is
a vivid illustration of state institutions becoming more fragile. Arms acquisition can contribute to a
vicious cycle by which violence erodes the effectiveness of state institutions, and an important
consequence of that erosion is a reduced ability of those institutions to control further arms
acquisition. The most extreme example in this dissertation can be found in cases where groups
obtain arms from state stocks, and doing so creates a ‘domino effect’ by which the groups’ strength
increases with every acquisition of arms, making it easier to obtain more arms from state forces. Less
dramatic versions of the vicious cycle are also likely in cases in which states are more affected by
fragility over a longer period.
The implication for research is that scholars seeking to understand high levels of violence in
developing countries such as the Philippines, Brazil or Libya need to use different tools than are used
to research arms and violence in developed countries. In addition to taking account of lawful
purchase and lawfully held stocks or arms, the tools needed are a focus upon groups, assessments of
illicit acquisition, effects of armed violence on fragility, and the ability of states to actually enforce
laws or customs. As mentioned in Sections 2 and 3.2, some of this type of research has been carried
out using a variety of methods; and it needs to be built upon.

68

6.8.2 Resources aren’t fungible
This dissertation presents an extended examination into the role of a resource that is mobilized by
groups engaged in violence. It builds upon Hazen’s (2013) earlier work on resources and insurgency,
and it reiterates one of her key messages: resources aren’t fungible (2013: 6–15).
A group operating illicitly cannot usually exchange one form of resource for weapons in an open
marketplace (such open arms markets have only existed in a few areas, for example as described in
Article 4 in Somalia or in Iraq in 2003). The usual situation is that, for example, oil or diamonds
cannot simply be bartered directly for arms and ammunition (and other equipment such as
communications or fuel and transport). Instead, groups that finance their campaigns have to set up
complex supply networks that are able to, say, illicitly export resources to parties who buy them for
cash, and illicitly import arms and other equipment from a different set of sellers who expect to be
paid in cash. As Article 3 shows, even the presence of natural resources does not mean that they can
be extracted and converted into weapons and ammunition. During the Libyan civil war, a
combination of legal uncertainty and lack of trained personnel meant that the opposition had little
ability to actually extract and sell oil reserves present in areas it controlled.
States attempt to prevent the operation of supply networks. Article 4 shows that in some areas, such
as Palestine, very high prices are paid for arms due to persistently high demand and effective
government action to prevent supplies. There is often variation in states’ success at preventing illicit
networks, and so it should not be assumed that the existence of networks concerning, for example,
diamonds or drugs, mean that parallel networks exist that will supply arms. For example, in Western
Europe, extensive illicit supply networks can be found concerning the trade in narcotics. However, for
politically motivated non‐state groups in that region, it is difficult and expensive to obtain military‐
style firearms as supply networks are limited and based upon trust and personal contacts (on illicit
arms, see Duquet and Goris 2018). The Provisional IRA is a well‐armed exception, but it was one of
the few that received significant external support (from Libya and from the diaspora community in
the United States).
The clear implication for wider academic research on violence is that study of the role of resources
needs to be better disaggregated. Researchers need to separately consider the role of the different
elements of what Paul et al. (2013: xxiii) term ‘tangible support’ or “the ability of the insurgents to
maintain needed levels of recruits, weapons and material, funding, intelligence, and sanctuary.”

6.8.3 Long‐term changes in the nature of armed conflict
The acquisition of weapons has the potential to provide part of the explanation for long‐term
changes in the nature of armed conflict.
The role of arms acquisition, and states’ attempts to control it, has been highlighted by historians as
a means by which European imperialism was so successful in previous centuries. Hoffman (2015)
argues that the Europeans’ ‘dominance of gunpowder technology’ was responsible for their having
been able to conquer most of the world by 1900. In particular, during the 19th Century, across Africa,
Asia and the Caribbean imperial powers attempted, mostly successfully, to limit the arms available to
their subject peoples. They did this through keeping control over the production and trade in key
new arms technologies: breach loading and then repeating rifles; machineguns; and breach loading
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artillery (see Headrik 1981: 83–128). Boot (2006: 153–4) similarly notes that Europeans’ “superior
firepower” helped bring them colonial victory during the 19th Century:
And they were careful to safeguard their advantage. European armies on colonial campaigns
made sure that machine guns were operated only by Europeans; they did not want “natives”
learning how to use them. […] Seeking to “lock in” their firepower edge, the European
powers signed a series of treaties, starting with the Brussels Act of 1890, banning the sale of
breach‐loaders in equatorial Africa.
For example, the only African states to obtain imports of modern arms were the Boer republics and
Abyssinia, and both had the most successful record of imposing military defeats upon European
armies (though both succumbed eventually). By the early 20th Century we can add aircraft, poison
gas and armoured vehicles to the new weapons that were deployed by the imperial powers to keep
their colonies subject. Weapons weren’t the only military advantage. At various points, Europeans
could also rely upon larger populations and superior transport and logistics.
The Cold War and decolonization of the later part of the 20th Century period brought with it a
fundamental change in the distribution of military power as military aid flowed to the newly
independent states and to rebel forces (Kalyvas and Balcells 2010: 419–421). Former imperialist
powers (such as France in Vietnam), the United States and the Soviet Union found defeat in
battlefields across Africa and Asia. A vital part of the military technology that proliferated during the
Cold War was infantry weapons, the most well‐known being the Kalashnikov assault rifle (for detailed
accounts, see Bourne 2007: 96–105, 108–110; Chivers 2010: 201–408). Instead of restricting the
diffusion of arms (as had their imperial forbearers), during the Cold War the Superpowers and their
allies engaged in competitive armament of state and non‐state proxies across Africa, Asia and Latin
America.
During the Philippine‐American war of 1899–1902, the US infantry could rely upon a great qualitative
advantage in firepower. Some sixty years later, French and later US infantry faced Vietnamese foes
armed with infantry weapons of similar firepower (see Article 4). In civil wars and other forms of
political violence, engagements that kill small numbers of people are much more frequent than those
that kill many more (see for example Bohorquez et al. 2009). Insurgents can use concealment and
dispersion to ensure that they limit battles to short, small engagements against enemy infantry
patrols, which limit the effect of artillery and air forces employed by state forces. The proliferation of
infantry weapons during the Cold War changed the nature of such small unit engagements. With a
Kalashnikov, the insurgents now had equal firepower to their enemies. The state forces that were
able to take over all of Africa and parts of Asia in the 19th and early 20th Centuries found that counter‐
insurgency was a much more difficult prospect during the Cold War and after.
The end of the Cold War brought a change in the level of external support, which altered the nature
of warfare (Kalyvas and Balcells 2010: 421–427). In contrast to assertions by the proponents of ‘New
Wars’, the period immediately after the Cold War was not characterized by an increase in arms flows
(Jackson 2010: 133–137; Marsh 2012: 23–25). While there may have been an increase in trafficking
from states in Central and Eastern Europe (Bourne 2007: 110–114), such illicit flows were of much
lesser magnitude than the donations by the Superpowers during the Cold War. The decline in the
incidence of civil war after 1992 occurred concomitantly with a decline in arms proliferation. Kalyvas
and Balcells (2010: 421–427) attribute the decline in conventional warfare (in contrast to guerrilla
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warfare) after the end of the Cold War to a decline in military assistance. Similarly, Lacina (2006: 285)
explains the higher level of battle deaths during the Cold War as being a consequence of the
“availability of military assistance to states and rebel groups”.
It is notable that the increase in battle deaths observed after 2011 (Pettersen and Eck 2018) appears
to have occurred at the same time as a growing prominence of external support to proxies. For
example by many different parties in Libya, Syria, Ukraine or Yemen. Examination of this issue in
greater depth is beyond the scope of this dissertation, but it is likely that an increase in rivalry in
great power relations which occurred after 2011 resulted in higher levels of arms supplies to proxies,
which had the effect of, at least, increased conflict intensity.
Systemic changes in arms proliferation – and so the ease or difficulty by which groups can obtain
weapons – can inform general trends in peace and conflict. There is thus an opportunity to build
upon earlier research and examine how systemic changes in arms proliferation – and so the ease or
difficulty by which groups can obtain weapons – can be part of the explanation for general trends in
peace and conflict.
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This article presents a correspondence between the mode of weapons
acquisition by armed opposition groups and the form of a civil war. The
mode of arms acquisition is affected by two factorsFavailability and
control over the acquisition process. Variations in the mode of arms
acquisition correspond to three types of insurgency: led by a single and
organized group, warlordism, and disorganized armed bands. This article discusses how weapons acquisition is considered in the existing literature on arms and civil conﬂict, and examines the definitions of arms
availability. It provides new insights on the availability and control of
weapons in civil conﬂict and provides examples from Nepal, Iraq, and
Afghanistan. The article concludes with an examination of the policy
implications of its ﬁndings.
Keywords:

civil war, arms, armed groups

In order to understand a civil conﬂict, we must study the mode of weapons acquisition, which is affected by two factorsFthe availability of weapons and control
over their acquisition. Variations in the modes of availability and control correspond to three types of insurgencyFled by a single disciplined armed opposition
group, warlordism, and disorganized armed bands. Countries in which weapons
are freely available to all are associated with fractured heterogeneous insurgencies,
while those where only a well-organized party can obtain sufﬁcient weapons are
associated with a single and disciplined armed opposition group.
Obtaining weapons is the most important task for an armed opposition group if it
is to engage in military operations. Its ability to acquire arms inﬂuences the form,
intensity, and duration of civil war. In particular, the need to obtain arms is a
significant barrier, which prospective insurgents must overcome if they are to engage in an armed struggle.
A comparison between Iraq and Nepal provides a useful illustration. In Iraq,
arms most useful for an insurgent, such as assault riﬂes, explosives, ammunition,
and rocket propelled grenades, were distributed throughout the country by the
Baathist regime. Opposition groups, potential combatants, and private citizens have
been able to access easily sufﬁcient quantities of weapons and the insurgency is
characterized by a multiplicity of armed actors. In Nepal, weapons were a scarce
commodity and the main sources were those captured from government security
forces, or from sympathizers abroad (especially India). Only an organized and
disciplined group was able to capture government stockpiles, and the insurgency
has been led, and dominated, by the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist).
Author’s note: I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers and the editors and staff at International Studies
Perspective for their incisive comments, advice, and work on this article. Also deserving praise and gratitude for their
comments, suggestions, and support are Stein Tnnesson, Anne Julie Semb, and Christian Mrup Ormhaug.
r 2007 International Studies Association.
Published by Blackwell Publishing, 350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA, and 9600 Garsington Road, Oxford OX4 2DQ, UK
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Existing Research on Weapons Acquisition by Armed Groups and Civil War
As noted in Harbom and Wallensteen (2005:625), civil war has, since the 1960s,
been the most prevalent form of warfare.1 However, research on civil war has
generally focused upon factors that inﬂuence the motivation of combatants and
structure of groups, which include (among a long list) governance, geography,
resources, population, identity, ﬁnancing, legitimacy, the motivation of the leadership and/or combatants of opposition groups, or popular support for the government or their opponents.
However, as noted by several writers on insurgency, military factors are an often
overlooked but crucial factor in explaining the duration, form, and outcome of an
intrastate conﬂict. For example, Young (1996:179–180) states that military factors,
such as the capability of the insurgent armed forces, have ultimately determined the
eventual conclusion of some recent African insurgencies. He concludes that ‘‘movements that have been popularly supported have not necessarily succeeded and,
conversely, those which have succeeded have not enjoyed widespread support.’’
Similarly, Wickham-Crowley (1992:320), in his study of Latin American insurgencies between 1956 and 1990, observes that revolutionaries only came to power
when rural guerrilla movements received strong peasant support and developed a
substantial military capability.2
Weapons have a somewhat ambiguous place in academic research on civil conﬂict. On the one hand, they are central to our conceptualization of war and violent
conﬂict. As Bowyer Bell (1998:138) states ‘‘The very word gunman is a meld that
makes the armed struggle work.’’ A similar symbiosis appears to be present in much
of the language used to describe civil conﬂict. As noted by Mitchell (1981:17), a
situation of conﬂict exists when one or more parties perceive that they have incompatible goals. If such a situation deteriorates into warfare, it is known as ‘‘armed
conﬂict.’’ Similarly, in addition to being known as ‘‘rebels’’ or ‘‘insurgents,’’ the
(nonstate) parties involved in a civil conﬂict are often known as ‘‘armed actors’’ or
‘‘armed groups’’ (again, it is the possession of weapons that differentiates them
from being just ‘‘actors’’ or ‘‘groups’’). Weapons are also integral to our metaphors
for conﬂict initiation and termination, at which point parties ‘‘ﬁre the ﬁrst shot,’’
‘‘resort to arms,’’ or agree upon a ‘‘cease ﬁre.’’3
1

This article focuses upon armed opposition groups engaged in civil wars.
This observation was also echoed in Manwaring and Fishel’s (1992) general theory of counter-insurgency (see
also Fishel’s (1994) commentary on Wickham-Crowley’s (1992) book).
3
Weapons are also integral to more formalized definitions of ‘‘armed conﬂict.’’ For example the PRIO-Uppsala
dataset codebook deﬁnes ‘‘armed conﬂict’’ as requiring:
2

‘‘(1) Use of armed force: use of arms in order to promote the parties’ general position in the conﬂict, resulting in
deaths.
(1.1) Arms: any material means, e.g. manufactured weapons but also sticks, stones, ﬁre, water, etc. [. . .]’’
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Hitherto, research on civil war has tended to overlook weapons acquisition by
armed groups. That which has been carried out has focused upon availability.
However, this research has been characterized by two amorphous descriptions of
weapons being either scarce or abundant, and a conceptualization that is more
relevant to criminality than armed conﬂict. This article critiques these approaches
before providing a more nuanced conception of availability. It is then used, along
with the control of the acquisition or weapons, to provide an analytical model of the
correspondences between arms acquisition and civil conﬂict.
The term correspondence is used deliberately. This is the ﬁrst article to present these
linkages between availability, control, and conﬂict. More research is needed to assess the
specific causal mechanisms that are at work. This article presents some interesting and
relevant correspondences that will provide the framework for further scholarly enquiry.
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Availability
This section is concerned with the availability of weapons, which has been cited by
many authors as inﬂuencing the incidence and intensity of violent conﬂict. They
have correctly identiﬁed the availability of specifically small arms and light weapons
as being an important factor in an insurgency, at least in its early stages. However, if
insurgents seek to win decisive military engagements against government forces,
they will need to augment their forces with heavier weapon systems.
More importantly, writing on the subject of availability has drawn from a criminological model (also referred to as accessibility) concerned with the number of weapons
present in a society, and more specifically the ratio between arms and people. This
model is not appropriate to the study of armed groups. Authors have also presented
radically opposing views on the level of availability of arms for insurgentsFsome
stress an abundance of weapons while others emphasize their scarcity. The ﬁnal part
of the section presents a more nuanced conception of availability that is much more
suited to the analytical enquiry of armed groups involved in civil war.
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On the other hand, research concerning weapons and armed groups involved in
civil war has been somewhat disjointed. The only general book-length studies on the
subject are Boutwell and Klare (1999), Sislin and Pearson (2001), and Bourne (2004).
In addition, smaller studies, such as Sislin et al. (1998), Klare (1995), Bevan (2005),
and Khakee and Florquin’s (2005) comparison of weapons sourcing in six conﬂicts,
provide useful insights drawn from general lessons. Also available are a large number
of reports and book chapters that have focused upon a particular group, conﬂict, or
regionFhighlights include Florquin and Berman’s (2005) study of armed groups
and weapons in West Africa, Demetriou’s (2002) account of arms proliferation in
Georgia, and Cragin and Hoffman’s (2003) report on arms trafﬁcking in Colombia.
Similarly, weapons acquisition is mentioned in passing in many histories of individual
conﬂicts, or in general studies on civil warfare. Therefore, a researcher has considerable material to draw upon (some of which is presented in this article).
Klare (1995) notes two reasons why the wider academic community has not
prioritized research on weapons acquisition by armed groups. First, the considerable body of work on arms has focused upon the acquisition of evermore sophisticated (and expensive) weapons by governments. Fields such as Defense
Economics are concerned with issues such as how government expenditure on
arms affects economic development or spending in other areas (such as health or
education). Similarly, work on the relationship between weapons and war has been
concerned with the consequences of governments’ acquisition of evermore sophisticated technologyFfor an example, see O’Connell’s (1988) Of Arms and Men:
A History of War, Weapons, and Aggression. The state-centric focus of many scholars is
summed up in Buzan and Herring’s (1998:2) statement that for the discipline of
Strategic Studies, ‘‘Some sub-state entities, like separatist or national liberation
movements or terrorist revolutionary groups, are substantial enough to register,
but the main actors are states, and non-state actors are mostly studied as problems
to be dealt with by states.’’
Second, a perhaps more important factor is that, as Chris Smith (1999) also notes,
small arms and light weapons, the arms often used by armed groups, ‘‘were, and
still are, impossible to measure with the precision which the research community
came to expect’’ (see also Klare 2006). Data on the arms trade published by the
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), the Norwegian Initiative
on Small Arms Transfers (NISAT) database, or the ‘‘Grimmett’’ reports produced
by the U.S. Congressional Research Service focus almost entirely upon government
purchases of weapons. Researchers, therefore, lack the readily available data sets
necessary to perform their analyses with the rigor that they have become accustomed to when studying arms acquisition by governments.
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Availability of What Types of Weapons?

Research on Availability

Many publications on the diffusion of small arms and light weapons have used the
concept of ‘‘availability’’ of arms. Availability is often reduced to the number of
weapons present in a society. Moreover, availability is often seen as a dynamic
process in which continued supplies increase the number of weapons in circulation
(leading to higher levels of availability). Such a conception of availability probably
owes much to Klare’s (1995) description of the ‘‘new paradigm’’ of diffusion, which
concerned the dispersion of small arms and light weapons within communities (and
the consequences of this diffusion for intrastate conﬂict and criminality).
This emphasis upon the number of weapons circulating in a country appears to
be inﬂuenced by notions of ‘‘accessibility’’ drawn from criminology (a relationship
explicitly made in the Small Arms Survey 2001 [Muggah 2001:200–201]). In such a
context, accessibility concerns the number of individuals who have access to
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While governments generally try to procure evermore sophisticated and expensive
arms, technologically unsophisticated weapons are often adequate for insurgents.
Indeed, much of the expensive high-technology equipment procured by modern
militaries is unsuited for the task of ﬁghting an intrastate conﬂict (see e.g.,
Joes (1996:191–2) and Jordan and Lobenstein (1986:106–107)). Van Creveld
(1991a:297–310, 1991b:205–212, and 1999:394–408) notes that such high-technology weapons are designed primarily to destroy other machines, but in an insurgency it is precisely the most powerful weapons and weapon systems that are
‘‘the most useless, being either too expensive, too fast, too indiscriminate, too big,
too inaccurate, or all of these’’ (1996:397). Such weapons are unable to ‘‘make
much of an impression against an enemy who is extremely dispersed, or indistinguishable from the civilian environment, or intermingled with friendly forces’’
(1991b:208).
Instead, as noted by Byman et al. (2001:93), any insurgency’s deﬁning technology is small arms and light weapons. A similar assertion has been made by Capie
(2004:1), who states that ‘‘civil wars and inter-communal conﬂicts are fought largely,
sometimes exclusively, with small arms and light weapons.’’ These claims are supported by Sislin et al. (1998:402), whose survey of arms acquisition and use by
ethnic groups ﬁnds that ‘‘Light weapons, only, were present in 27 of the 38 cases for
which we had information on arms acquisitions. Heavy weapons were involved in
11 cases.’’ Similar ﬁndings are reported by Sislin and Pearson (2001:36).
This general picture needs some clariﬁcation. Insurgents operating in peripheral
areas and relying upon mobility will rely upon small arms and light weapons.
However, if an armed opposition group intends to hold territory or even launch an
attack on the capital, it will need to achieve at least a local level of military parity
with the government it opposes. In industrialized countries, achieving military
parity would be very difﬁcult. However, in less developed countries, government
forces are often badly equipped and trained, and few in number. In such a context,
a cohesive force of well-equipped rebels may be able to achieve local military balance with, or general superiority over, government forces. As noted by Young
(1996:189), in the ﬁnal phase of conﬂict (often an attack by the armed group against
the capital) ‘‘Weapons procurement is often more important than the politicization
of the masses. What is most important, however, is not that the weapons are terribly
sophisticated, but that they are at least equal to their enemies’ (i.e. the governments).’’ He goes on to quote Museveni (president of Uganda and successful insurgent): ‘‘All one needs to defeat the unpopular forces of repression, provided one
has grasped the science of a people’s war, is basic infantry weapons and artillery,
namely, ﬁeld artillery, antiarmour pieces and antiaircraft missiles.’’
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Weapons as Scarce Resources

Many writers on insurgency describe weapons and ammunition as being crucial but
scarce resources. For example Bowyer Bell in The Dynamics of the Armed Struggle
(1998:138) states that:
More than any other factor, any other liability, a secret army is apt to feel the
inevitable scarcity in arms. Arms matter more than anything elseFnot more than
the truth or the faithful, but more than any thing. . . . The enormous importance
given to arms within the underground during a campaign is based upon logic:
they are crucial, hard to acquire, difﬁcult to maintain and dangerous to use.

In the imperial era, European militaries could generally count upon their opponents in Africa, Asia, or the Americas possessing vastly inferior weapons. Guns,
along with germs and steel, formed a third of Jared Diamond’s (1998) triumvirate
of factors that allowed European control over much of the world. Even when their
opponents obtained ﬁrearms, European colonizers could frequently count upon a
great qualitative advantage. Simon Callwell, a British theorist of ‘‘small wars,’’
wrote in 1906 that while some opponents could approach parity (such as the
Boers), most opponents were armed with ‘‘spears and knives’’ (1906:30). Even
when they obtained guns, those used by most opponents of British imperial rule
were ‘‘seldom formidable. The material is usually obsolete. The ammunition is
ineffective. The fuses are almost always useless’’ (1906:156).
The classic guerrilla authors also emphasized the scarcity of weapons and ammunition. For Mao (1936), a major weakness of the Red Army, and a reason why it
had to engage in guerrilla tactics, was that it ‘‘has no sources from which to
replenish its arms and especially its ammunition.’’ Guevara (1961) notes that ‘‘the
greatest problem of the guerrilla band is the lack of ammunition,’’ and that often
there are ‘‘insufﬁcient arms for all who want them’’ and that ‘‘A dead soldier of the
guerrillas ought never to be left with his arms and his ammunition. The duty of
every guerrilla soldier whenever a companion falls is to recover immediately these
extremely precious elements of the ﬁght.’’
Writing much more contemporarily, Anderson (1992:86–87) notes the difﬁculty
that armed groups face in obtaining weapons and states that ‘‘though people can
provide guerrillas with food, shelter, intelligence, and recruits, they usually can’t
provide guns and ammunitionFall the military equipment necessary to carry on
the struggle.’’ For this reason, he states that most guerrillas need a foreign patron to
supply them with the necessary military material.
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weapons (an often-used measure being the number of households that contain
ﬁrearms).
However, while such a general level of weapons diffusion at a societal level is very
useful for generalized criminological studies, it is not very useful to the study of
armed groups engaged in civil war. Thousands separate incidents of homicide or
other violent crimes can be correlated with the numbers of individuals that have
access to ﬁrearms. However, the total number of arms present is much less useful
concerning civil war (as will be discussed below in greater detail).
Moreover, there are radically opposing views among researchers on the ease with
which to groups engaged in armed conﬂict can obtain weapons. Some authors have
asserted on a general level that the world is witnessing an unprecedented diffusion
of arms that is responsible for destabilizing countries and fueling civil conﬂict, while
others, from a very different perspective, have claimed that for armed groups,
weapons are scarce and precious resources. These two conﬂicting images of scarcity
and abundance are discussed below.
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Ample Supplies of Weapons

Many other writers have maintained that weapons are available to armed groups in
abundance. In particular, many have stressed that globalization, and the transfer via
international markets of vast ex-Soviet Cold War stockpiles, has resulted in ‘‘A
global ﬂood of small arms’’ (Small Arms Survey 2001:199).
Similar claims have also been expressed in Boutwell, Klare, and Reed (1999:9).
In particular, the ‘‘New Wars’’ literature has emphasized the role of globalized black
markets as characterizing contemporary conﬂicts. Kaldor (1999:96–102) and Klare
(1997:58–59), both assert that such illicit networks have played a key role in supplying insurgents, and that a loosening of control over ex-Cold War weapons
stockpiles (particularly in East and Central Europe) was a key source of increased
supply.
In addition to such scholarly attention, governments and NGOs have both
stressed that the world has witnessed an unprecedented increase in the supply of
weapons (particularly to war zones), at least since the 1990s. This has motivated
governments and international organizations to attempt to restrict the supply of
arms, particularly via black markets. Since 2001, there have been two major UN
processes, and several regional and multilateral agreements, aimed at improving
control and regulation over arms transfers to prevent the diversion of weapons into
illegal hands, and to restrict black markets.5
Concomitant to these governmental initiatives have been numerous NGO campaigns concerning the trade in conventional weapons. Perhaps the most high proﬁle (in 2006) is the Control Arms campaign, which is led by Amnesty International,
Oxfam, and IANSA (the International Action Network on Small Arms). This campaign, which involves hundreds of NGOs across the world, has called for a legally
binding treaty governing the international arms trade. The campaign has stated
that ‘‘Guns especially have never been so to easy obtain. Their increased availability
threatens life and liberty in communities and cities around the world. Including
yours.’’6
Explaining the Two Views

The two views are not wholly contradictory. Instead, the reasons for their apparent
differences are explained, before, in the next section, a new definition of availability
is presented.
4

Private conversation with Wenche Hauge, Senior Researcher at PRIO, and author of a study of the Guatemalan
conﬂict contained in Hauge (2002).
5
These include: the UN Programme of Action on the illicit trade in small arms and light weapons; the ‘‘ﬁrearms
protocol’’ of the UN Convention on Transnational Organized Crime; the EU Joint Action on small arms; the OSCE
best-practice guidelines on small arms; the Nairobi Protocol on small arms and light weapons; and the InterAmerican Convention concerning illicit small arms. Many others could be added to the list.
6
Control Arms web site www.controlarms.org. Accessed 25 August 2005.
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Examples of scarcity of weapons affecting combatants in civil conﬂicts abound. In
Guatemala, the Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) were unable to provide many of their new recruits with weapons (to the extent that they
had to ask some of the volunteers to return home). The lack of arms had a dramatic
consequence as the URNG was able to mount little effective resistance to the mass
killings of rural populations by security forces that took place in the early 1980s
(which led to the URNG leadership being severely criticized by the population they
purported to be ﬁghting to defend).4 Even in Colombia, a country often described
as being awash with weapons, Cragin and Hoffman (2003:30–31) note that the
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) have experienced difﬁculty
in providing recruits with ﬁrearms, and lack enough ammunition to train them.
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Developing a Better Understanding of Availability

This article provides an alternative to conceptions of availability based upon the
total number of arms circulating in a country. This will both avoid the problems of
reductionism and amorphousness identiﬁed above, and provides a much better
analytical tool.
This article presents a new conception of availability that is understood to be the
extent to which a group’s objectives are not constrained by a lack of specific
weapons and ammunition. Thus, in a situation of low availability, recruits will not
receive weapons, or a group’s arms will be signiﬁcantly inferior to their opponents’.
Ultimately, a lack of weapons will prevent a group from implementing its chosen
strategy. Conversely, in a situation of high availability, a group will have unfettered
supplies of weapons, and their quantity or type will not limit its ability to reach its
objectives (although other factors such as leadership, mobilization, lack of discipline, or the strength of the opposition may serve as constraints). A group with
adequate means to acquire weapons will operate in a context of high availability.
Such means should be described widely and ﬂexibly (see below).
Availability is not just a function of the number of weapons in circulation within a
country. A group may have a requirement for specific types of weapons. The existence of a large number of pistols or hunting riﬂes in private homes in a country
will have little beneﬁt to a group that requires antiaircraft missiles to counter government air-strikes, or mortars, assault riﬂes, machineguns, or grenades to counter
the army (and also their ammunition). Similarly important is the location of
weapons. Arms present in caches in the mountains may not beneﬁt a group
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First, it is important to note that the descriptions of scarcity and abundance have
been made from different perspectives. The authors who emphasize scarcity use
the perspective of armed groups. Insurgents are clearly aware of how a lack of arms
and ammunition can inhibit their activities. Therefore, they are likely, in many
cases, to describe an environment of scarcity (even when they have enough
weapons to continue their struggle). Moreover, groups often need a continual
supply of new arms. Despite a gun’s theoretical life of decades (or even hundreds of
years), they wear out or are degraded by a harsh environment and bad treatment
by poorly trained combatants. More importantly, ammunition can quickly be used
up (and in any case has a limited life before it becomes unstable). Even in
Afghanistan, in which there were vast stockpiles of weapons in the 1990s (see Karp
2003), armed groups (and government forces) continued to import large quantities
of weapons and ammunition.
Conversely, concern about the abundance of weapons is generally expressed
from the perspective of governments or international organizations, NGOs, and
researchers concerned about the prevalence of warfare. For them, any supplies of
weapons to armed groups are evidence that there is too little control over supply.
Second, as Bourne (2004:31–32) points out, the images of abundance are often
amorphous. A global market in weapons (both licensed and illegal) is seen as responsible for abundant supplies of weapons across the world, but this amorphous
image signiﬁcantly simpliﬁes the actual picture. Instead, as is noted below, there are
considerable regional and temporal variations in the availability of weapons.
Lastly, the extent to which arms supplies have become more abundant after the
end of the Cold War is difﬁcult to measure. Certainly, some groups that were
dependent upon government supplies during the Cold War moved to more commercially orientated sources during the 1990s (Lock 1997:124). However, given the
massive transfers to proxies in Africa, Asia, and Latin America by the USA, USSR,
and their allies in the 1970s and 1980s, it is unlikely that overall international arms
transfers to armed groups in the 1990s and beyond were actually increased (a point
also made by Killicoat 2006).
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7

Figures on population and numbers in the security forces from Langton eds (2005:329). The number of
homicides was from Aguirre et al. 2006.
8
The existence, though, of arms caches left over from a previous conﬂict might allow a population to supply a
group with weapons (see below).
9
These could also be viewed as ‘‘resources,’’ but of a very different type that are much more difﬁcult to measure.
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operating in urban areas. In large countries, moving weapons hundreds of kilometers
through government-controlled territory may pose great difﬁculties to insurgents.
In addition, who possesses the weapons will inﬂuence the ability of a group to
obtain them. Arms present in society, but owned by a competing ethnic, religious,
or political segment of the population, will be much more difﬁcult to obtain than
those owned by a group’s supporters. More importantly, in many conﬂicts the arms
held by state security forces are the only ready supply of arms either in sufﬁcient
quantities or military speciﬁcations (it is much more useful to purloin 100 Kalashnikovs from an arsenal than one shotgun from a farmhouse). Therefore, the most
important factor in determining the availability of weapons to insurgents is the
ability of state forces to defend their arms stockpiles.
In the initial stages of an insurgency, an armed opposition group may only comprise a few tens or hundreds of people. Even after the conﬂict has escalated, insurgent armed combatants, in many cases, will only amount to a very small
proportion of a country’s population. For example, the FARC in Colombia is estimated to have 15,000–17,000 combatants (Cragin and Hoffman 2003:5), while the
total population of Colombia is 43 million (many of which possess ﬁrearms as
evidenced by the average of 17,600 homicides committed with ﬁrearms each year),
and its armed security forces number 267,700.7 Armed groups may therefore hold
a very small proportion of the weapons held in the country. Instead of the total
number of arms, a much more fruitful question concerns who has them, and how
difﬁcult it is for armed opposition groups to obtain them.
The factors that inﬂuence the availability of weapons to insurgents are both
internal and external to an armed group. An armed opposition group, or its supporters, can often readily adapt much of their existing resources to supply insurgent armies with recruits, food, drink, clothing, and intelligence (Anderson
1992:86–87). However, it is much more difﬁcult for them to supply weapons and
ammunition in the required quantities. Certainly, some indigenous ‘‘craft’’ production of ﬁrearms exists (for more information, see Abel (2000:85–87) or Batchelor (2003:26–36)). However, it is generally on a small scale and unable to
provide sufﬁcient quantity, or sophistication, required by an armed group engaged
in a war. As Sislin and Pearson (2001:47) note, production by armed groups, or
their supporters ‘‘can be a mainstay for small-scale and guerrilla operations, but
only one, and indeed a minor one, of a combination of methods used in more
massive and sustained military operations.’’ Similarly, weapons used for hunting or
recreation will not be sufﬁcient to sustain a long-running military campaign. Instead, such sustained military operations require arms and ammunition produced
in industrial quantities.8
An armed opposition group will therefore need to acquire arms that have been
manufactured elsewhere. The internal factors that determine its ability to do so
have been noted by Bevan (2005:185–188), who states that armed groups’ acquisition of weapons is limited by the resources (money, sellable goods, or logistical
capability) that a group is able to mobilize, and inﬂuenced by whether a group has
long-term or short-term goals (the former requiring much better organization than
the latter). This list provides a useful starting point. One could add to it the bravery,
e´lan, and level of organization of the group in question and its leadership.9
External factors may be more important. First, these concern the organization,
motivation, and strength of government forcesFin particular whether they are
able to prevent the opposition group from capturing arms controlled by security
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Variable Availability

Killicott (2006) notes considerable variations in black-market prices paid for Kalashnikov assault riﬂesFthe minimum reported price being USD 12 and the maximum being USD 6000. Notwithstanding differences in quality, these prices
illustrate the considerable variation in availability of weapons to armed opposition
groups. In contrast to an amorphous global black market asserted by some (see
above) as Khakee and Florqin note (2005:173) ‘‘geographical proximity does not
necessarily imply that countries are tapping into similar international trafﬁcking
networks. Natural and other resources, foreign political backing, and local histories
can overshadow the geographic factor.’’ In addition to these geographic differences, the availability of weapons in one region is subject to great temporal variationFarmed groups may change their acquisition strategies over time and so
access more or less plentiful sources. Khakee and Florqin (2005:173) again make a
valid observation that ‘‘where conﬂicts become more drawn-out, insurgents are
often able to diversify their sources of small arms. This development may take place
alongside the growth of a supporting war economy, as noted in the cases of
Colombia, Liberia, and Tajikistan. Tackling conﬂicts early is crucial to preventing
weapons procurement patterns from becoming increasingly sophisticated and entrenched.’’
To sum up this section, in many cases, an armed opposition group’s ability to
acquire weapons is not directly linked to the number of recruits it can mobilize, or
even its ﬁnancial resources. There is therefore considerable variation in the availability of weapons, both geographically and temporally, which would not be the case
if they could be freely traded. In their inﬂuential World Bank report Breaking the
Conﬂict Trap, Collier et al. (2003:70) state that ‘‘A private military organization needs
to acquire armaments and ammunition. This is normally extremely difﬁcult: even
criminals seldom have access to armaments more powerful than handguns. Access
to armaments varies enormously between countries and over time.’’ The consequences of this variation are explained in the later part of this article.

Control
In contrast to availability, the control over the acquisition process has received scant
attention from researchers. However, as is noted below, control is a key factor
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forces. The importance of capturing weapons is underlined by Byman et al.
(2001:94) and by Che Guevara in his classic text Guerrilla Warfare (1961), ‘‘The arms
of the enemy, his ammunition, his habits must be considered; because the principal
source of provision for the guerrilla force is precisely in enemy armaments.’’ Second, the ability of a group to attract supplies from sponsors and supporters located
abroad (such as governments or diaspora communities; see Byman et al. 2001 for
more information) will inﬂuence a group’s ability to escalate a conﬂict.
The ﬁnal external factor concerns black-market arms supply networks. Arms
trafﬁcking can take place on several levels. The so-called ‘‘ant trade’’ is small scale; it
involves the movement of small numbers of weapons (perhaps smuggled in the back
of a car or on someone’s person) across borders or within countries. Such trade
affects almost all countries to some degree, but in some areas is responsible for the
cumulative movement of large numbers of weapons (Cragin and Hoffman 2001:
22–39). A very different form of trafﬁcking concerns using illegal arms dealers and
brokers (often in exchange for cash or conﬂict goods) to transport large numbers of
weapons using ships or aircraft. For example, a UN Security Council investigation
into violations of the embargo concerning Liberia noted that a series of ﬁve deliveries
by air contained 210 tons of munitions, including 5,000 automatic riﬂes and
3,787,270 rounds of ammunition (United Nations Security Council 2002:18).
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Control over acquisition

Type of insurgency

A single armed group’s leadership
By regional commanders
Individual combatants

A single opposition group
Warlordism
Fractured with numerous armed bands

In particular, the ability of combatants to autonomously obtain on their own, with
little effort, weapons, and ammunition dramatically increases the likelihood that
relatively small groups of ﬁghters may coalesce around various charismatic leaders.
Under such a circumstance, it would be much harder for a single, and highly
disciplined, armed group to control an insurgency. Instead, the bands of ﬁghters in
Sierra leone described by Policzer or the ‘‘packs, often remarkably small ones, of
criminals, bandits, and thugs’’ described in John Mueller’s (2004:1) The Remnants of
War may well owe much of their existence to the ability of individuals to obtain
weapons independently of the command structure of an insurgency.
Three short illustrative cases, concerning insurgencies in Iraq, Nepal, and
Afghanistan, are presented. They illustrate the correspondence, noted above, between three modes of arms acquisition and three forms of insurgency.
Nepal

Control of arms acquisition by the leadership of a single armed opposition group
can be seen in Nepal. The Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) (CPN) initiated its
1996 armed uprising in an environment in which ﬁrearms were very scarce.
10

Mueller, though, exaggerates the thuggish element of contemporary insurgent groups. Certainly, many other
organized and disciplined groups could be added to his list of the LTTE and the Chechens. Moreover, in many cases
thugs operate alongside more disciplined units.
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inﬂuencing the form of an insurgency. Here, the focus shifts to a further source of
variationFnot what is being acquired, but who controls the acquisition process.
Some authors have written on control within armed groups. Policzer (2002:
15–16) makes a distinction between groups with a high degree of internal monitoring and control and those in which ﬁghters operate largely autonomously. He
contrasts the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), whose leadership ‘‘exercises an extremely high degree of control over a very tightly organized and disciplined cadre’’ with the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) that operated in Sierra
Leone and whose leadership was ‘‘able to exercise only minimal control over its
cadre. Indeed, in many cases it is difﬁcult to know exactly whom the cadre consists
of.’’ Policzer further develops a framework in which the quality and quantity of
information that the group leadership possesses determines its control over the
cadres. Similarly, Mueller (2004:85–109) contrasts disorganized and thuggisharmed groups with disciplined organizations (for the latter, he cites the example of
the LTTE in Sri Lanka and the Chechens).10
Bevan (2005:192–199) develops Policzer’s framework and makes a distinction
between groups with short-term and long-term objectives. While the former may be
somewhat chaotic, the latter are more disciplined and structured. Both Bevan and
Policzer’s distinctions are helpful, but they both concentrate on control of how arms
are used by combatants not how they are acquired.
Concerning weapons acquisition by armed groups, a key distinction is made by
Bourne (2004:214), who differentiates between acquisition of weapons by combatants themselves, and by the leadership of an armed group. This article builds upon
this distinction and asserts that there is a correspondence between control of arms
acquisition, and availability, by three categories of insurgent and three types of
insurgency (all three cases are facilitated by a sufﬁcient availability of weapons). The
correspondence highlighted in this article is summarized here:
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Afghanistan

Afghanistan during the Cold War presents a very different picture. There, the main
source of arms supplied to the Mujahideen ﬁghting the armies of the Soviet Union
and the Republic of Afghanistan came from outside the countryFspecifically an
arms pipeline operated under the auspices of the CIA. Weapons were sourced from
across the world, and in cooperation with (among others) the U.K., China, and
Saudi Arabia were delivered to Pakistan from whence they were distributed to
Afghan commanders.
Yousaf and Adkin’s (2001) somewhat colorful personal account indicates that the
Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence agency delivered arms supplies to Mujahideen
commanders, and exerted a considerable degree of control over which commander
received the weapons:
11

A rebellion starting with just one gun is a recurrent theme. For example Khakee and Florqin (2005:165) note a
claim that that the Malian Mouvement Populaire de Liberation de l’Azawad (MPLA) started its insurgency with a
single Kalashnikov assault riﬂe.
12
The CPN also attacked several different targets, such as a jail, police stations, and tax ofﬁces.
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Boyden et al. (2002:27) note that in Nepal ‘‘Customarily the possession of guns in
this country has been narrowly conﬁned to small numbers of people who use their
weapons only within specific situations, such as wedding celebrations or for hunting.’’ Initially, the Maoists were primarily armed with kukris (traditional Nepalese
knives) and, it is claimed, just one .303 riﬂe (Pandey 2005:65–6).11 Attacks upon
police stations allowed the CPN to loot the old .303 riﬂes (and ammunition) used by
the police, and these weapons were used in further attacks against police stations
(which yielded yet more arms). Sharma (2004:50) states that ‘‘The main objective of
the Maoists’ attacks upon the police was to capture arms and to displace police
posts, and in this they were successful.’’
A second phase occurred in November 2001 when, at the abrupt end to a
ceaseﬁre, the CPN attacked barracks and headquarters of the Royal Nepal Army.12
According to Pandey (2005:74), in one attack on the city of Ghorahi, 14 soldiers
were killed in one day, and ‘‘Hundreds of modern weapons, including SLRs (selfloading riﬂes), SMGs (Sten machine guns/carbines), LMGs (light machine guns),
light pistols, mortar grenades and several thousand rounds of ammunition were
captured.’’
The CPN’s main source of weapons has been from the very government it opposes. Indeed, weapons captured from the Nepalese security forces have provided
the CPN with sufﬁcient arms to prosecute a major insurgencyFthere are few reports of the CPN using black cross-border arms supplies (Marks 2003:37). There
are, indications though, that weapons have diffused into the Nepalese population as
a result of the conﬂict. According to Kumar (2005:13), ‘‘The militarisation of the
civilian sphere, unfortunately, is reﬂected in the military pursuit for arming the
unarmed under the Uniﬁed Command. The decision announced on 4 November
2003 for the creation of a ‘self-defence force’ in villages and districts by distributing
arms to citizens has created a condition for widening conﬂict possibly with misuse of
arms.’’
In Nepal at the start of the insurgency, weapons were scarce and largely unavailable to individuals. The only significant source of arms was the Nepalese security forces. The CPM was able, due to the organization and bravery of its cadres,
to mount attacks upon police stations (and later the army) and obtain increasing
stocks of looted weapons. The context of few arms being available among the
general population, but that were available to an armed group able to attack security forces, corresponds to one in which the insurgency is carried out by a single
armed group.
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In Afghanistan, then, certain Mujahideen commanders possessed the means to
acquire adequate quantities of weapons (as long as they remained in the favor of the
ISI). Moreover, arms were distributed via commanders and not to any central
leadership, and not directly to combatants. The Cold War conﬂict, and its aftermath, was characterized by warlordism, which corresponds to control over weapons
acquisition within Afghanistan being exercised by regional commanders.
Iraq

The Iraqi insurgency emerged from the general lawlessness that characterized the
fall of the Baathist regime following the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Saddam Hussein’s
government had placed extensive arms caches all over Iraq and these proved to be
easily accessible to all and sundry.13 The quantities available in Iraq are clearly
sufﬁcient for the (current) insurgency to engage in attacks against Coalition and
Iraqi targets. Cordesman (2006:50) asserts that ‘‘While the Coalition and Iraqi
forces did capture large numbers of weapons and supplies, few expertsFif
anyFfelt that the insurgents faced any near term supply problems given the numbers of weapons looted from Iraq’s vast arms depots during and after the ﬁghting
that brought down Saddam.’’ Klingelhoefer (2005:2) similarly states that in the
autumn of 2003, U.S. military commanders estimated that between 650,000 and
1,000,000 tonnes of munitions were still at large in Iraq, even after the Coalition
forces had discovered and destroyed some 10,000 cache sites located across Iraq.
Such have been the supplies available in Iraq that insurgents have not needed to
import significant quantities of weapons. Instead, they have limited international
supplies to high-value equipment such as night vision and communications equipment, sniper riﬂes, and sophisticated detonators (Cordesman 2006:127).
In sharp contrast to Nepal, the Iraqi insurgency is characterized by an amorphous multiplicity of armed groups, augmented by individuals who conduct attacks in
return for payment. It has no center of gravity, no clear leadership or organizational structure, does not attempt to hold territory, and has no uniﬁed ideology
(Hoffman 2006:115). Hashim (2006) identiﬁed 18 groups but notes that ‘‘There are
a remarkable number of insurgent organizations. They vary widely in levels of skill,
functional specialization, professionalism, number of personnel, modus operandi,
targeting and longevity. Some come and go, some change names and some claim to
have merged with one another to form larger and supposedly more effective networks.’’
There is a correspondence between large stocks of weapons that are widely
available to individual ﬁghters in Iraq and the form of the insurgency. In Iraq, there
are few, if any, material barriers to any person or group that intend to initiate
armed attacks. Furthermore, group leaders are unable to use the distribution of
13
It has been suggested that the caches were placed in anticipation of an insurgency. However, Woods, Lacey,
and Murray’s (2006) research indicates that the caches were placed by a regime that believed that the Iraqi army
would successfully resist the U.S. and allied armies, and so distributed weapons in preparation for a prolonged
conventional war.
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During General Akhtar’s eight years as Director-General of ISI it was the policy,
on which he rightly remained unmoveable, that ISI decided who got the
weapons, how many, and what types. By this I mean that, after the formation of
the Alliance [sic], the detailed allocation to each Party was our responsibility. [. . .]
My giving assurances that a certain operation would be backed up with extra
weapons or more missiles, and that success would lead to further supplies, was
sometimes the only way I could obtain cooperation. I had a carrot to offer. My
stick was to withhold the weapons. Had the ISI not retained this prerogative, my
task would have been hopeless (Yousaf and Adkin 2001).
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arms and ammunition as a means of imposing discipline and rewarding loyalty in
their organizations.

In all three cases, Nepal, Afghanistan, and Iraq, insurgents were able to obtain adequate supplies of weapons (from the Nepali state, foreign donors, or dispersed caches). However, arms availability to insurgents (or potential insurgents) is very variable
(see above) and there is a complex interrelationship between availability and control.
In Nepal, the dominance of one-armed group occurred in a context in which
arms availability for the general population was low, but where an organized and
disciplined group was able to capture weapons from the state. The type of insurgency corresponded not just to the means of arms acquisition by the CPN, but also
to the difﬁculty any other group would face in obtaining weapons (unless they too
were able to attack police and army installations). Conversely, in Iraq, arms were
(and are) easily available to both the existing ﬁghters, and to any individuals or
groups that may wish to start ﬁghting.
Situations in which there is low availability of arms to both insurgents and the
general population would represent a significant barrier to aspiring insurgents.
Sislin and Pearson (2001:80–81) for example ﬁnd that ‘‘rebelling groups generally
have prior access to significant arms supplies, though not always from outside
sources. Ethnic groups that do not rebel generally are not well armed.’’ Certainly, it
is possible that limited availability of weapons may be an important factor when
people debate whether or not to resort to arms. Unfortunately, no evaluation of the
extent to which decisions not to resort to violence are inﬂuenced by weapons
availability has been performed. Therefore, this remains a tantalizing suggestion.
There is some evidence to suggest that lack of availability is an important inﬂuence on when, rather than whether, a conﬂict is initiated. An opposition movement may delay, perhaps for years, the initiation of armed conﬂict as it builds its
stockpiles of weapons. Ross (1995:283–285) reports that the Zapatista Army of
National Liberation in Mexico spent many years accumulating weapons before they
launched their surprise uprising in Chiapas state on January 1, 1994. Similarly,
Silber and Little (1996:105–118) report that before they declared independence
from Yugoslavia, the federal governments of Slovenia and Croatia spent about a
year clandestinely acquiring weapons.
Where an insurgency has been initiated in spite of a severe lack of weapons, it is
unlikely to be militarily effective. Demetriou (2002:8–10) notes that in Georgia,
before the dispersal of Russian military stocks in August 1991, militias were mainly
armed with hunting riﬂes, and vintage weapons left over from the Second World
War. The lack of modern arms made to military speciﬁcations severely limited the
groups’ military capabilities (although they later obtained them from Russian military stocks and were able to intensify the conﬂict).
The correspondences between availability to armed groups and to the general
population highlighted in this article are presented below:

Correspondence

Availability to
an armed group

Availability to
the general
population

Insurgency dominated by one group or by warlords
Insurgency made up of diverse and fractured bands
Insurgency not initiated, delayed, or has limited effectiveness

High
High
Low

Low
High
Low

It is also important to note that these conditions can change during the course of
an insurgency. In particular, through deliberate policy, or gradual leakage from
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Escalation and Intensity

Availability and control also correspond to the escalation and intensity of civil conﬂict. Lack of arms (and especially ammunition) will inevitably limit a group’s ability
to conduct military operations. Under some circumstances, they may even agree to
a ceaseﬁre in order to secure new supplies of weapons. For example, as Chris Smith
(2003:40) notes ‘‘when weapons or ammunition supplies are low, the LTTE has
tended to sue for peace, only to reopen hostilities when the stocks have been
replenished.’’ A group that is unable to secure either supplies of weapons, or a
ceaseﬁre, is very likely to be militarily defeated by government security forces.
Bartos and Wehr (2002:112) note that an escalation of a conﬂict requires additional personnel and resources. A key resource is arms, and these may not be
sufﬁciently available to allow an escalation of a conﬂict (even if personnel and
ﬁnance are). A decision to escalate a conﬂict may prompt a group to change its
acquisition strategy, in order to acquire more (or better) weapons. This process may
involve dramatic changes in a group’s structure and even goals. For example,
governments may successfully limit the extent to which a group is able to capture
stockpiles belonging to security forces. Instead, a group may then have to seek
supplies from international sources (from foreign government sponsors, international black markets, and/or diasporas or sympathizers).
In addition to Anderson (1992:86–87), other authors have also emphasized the
importance of supplies from friendly governments (e.g., Sloan 1992:13; Karp 1993,
1994; Joes 1996). While the high water mark of state support for insurgent movements may have occurred during the latter end of the Cold War, the practice
certainly continued (Lock 1997:119). Surveys by Lumpe and Mathiak (2000) and
Byman et al. (2001: 9–40) indicate that clandestine government supplies often go to
groups in neighboring countries (rather than distant ideological allies as was previously the case in the 1970s and 1980s). Some scholars have questioned the importance of government suppliesFfor example Wickham-Crowley, who in his
(1992:315) study of Latin American insurgencies did not ﬁnd that government
support played any essential role. The issue needs further comparative research.
Government supply is not the only option. Cragin and Hoffman (2003:27–42)
note evidence of some government supplies to the FARC, but assert that it obtained
most of its arms through purchases on black markets ﬁnanced with proﬁts from
drug trading. Similarly, Gunaratna (1999) notes that the LTTE has been able to
establish a worldwide arms procurement network based upon ﬁnancing provided
by the Tamil diaspora.
To sum up, lack of availability of weapons is associated with at least a limitation on
conﬂict intensity, and possibly with ceaseﬁres and even defeat for an armed group.
The need to obtain international supplies constitutes an important hurdle to armed
groups. Obtaining supplies from a government sponsor may require that the group
orientate, or reorientate, its ideological, ethnic, or religious identity to accord with a
potential sponsor. Raising ﬁnance to purchase arms supplies via black markets will
require either the development of a conﬂict economy (often based upon resource
extraction) or tapping the resources of supporters abroad (often in diaspora communities), or both.
To sum up this section, there is not a deterministic, or reductive, relationship
between arms availability, and control over the acquisition process. It is possible to
cite counter examples, or cases in which a group has been able to change the
character of an armed conﬂict. For example, the post-Cold War Afghan civil war
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armed forces, arms may become increasingly present in the general population
over the course of an insurgency. As noted above in Nepal, the government has
deliberately supplied arms to village ‘‘self-defense’’ forces and so increased the
diffusion of arms into Nepalese society.
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Policy Implications
John Keegan (quoted in Mueller 2004:171–2) laments that ‘‘the great work of
disarming tribes, sects, warlords and criminalsFa principal achievement of monarchs in the 17th centaury and empires in the 19th threatens to need doing all over
again.’’ As noted above, the world in 2006 witnesses high-proﬁle NGO campaigns, a
major UN Conference, and numerous intergovernmental agreements, concerned
with the diffusion and proliferation of small arms and light weapons. In part, these
initiatives are motivated by a perception that controlling the availability of (especially) small arms may reduce the intensity and incidence of armed conﬂict.
Availability is very variable and more importantly the stateFeither through capture or donationFis one of the most important sources of weapons for an insurgency. The key policy proscription developed from this article is that governments
wishing to prevent, or counter, insurgency need to strictly control the arms and
ammunition in their possession, and in their territory. The greatest impediment to
insurgents seeking weapons would be strongly guarded government stockpiles accompanied by tight control over arms in civilian hands and effective control over
national borders. The implications of this proscription are further developed below.
Arming Civilians

A frequent tactic of governments facing an insurgency is, as in the above example of
Nepal, to arm ‘‘civilian defense’’ units. These militia or paramilitary forces are often
used to augment uniformed security personnel. However, this is potentially a very
risky policy. First, arms that are placed out of the strict control of government may
further leak into the hands of insurgents. A policy of arming progovernment militias may inadvertently provide insurgents with a ready supply of arms and ammunition.
Second, after a peace accord, weapons distributed to civilians may be very difﬁcult to collect and bring back under the control of the state. In addition to the risk
that they may be used by potential insurgents, military style arms diffused into
societies are also used to perpetrate criminal violence, including by armed gangs
made up of ex-combatants. A policy of arming civilians during a conﬂict reduces
government control over these weapons, and may have serious repercussions after
a peace accord. In particular it may help to engender a more complex insurgency
characterized by a variety of armed groups.
CyclesFArms and Conﬂict Termination and Initiation

Significant stocks of arms in a postaccord period have the potential to provide
readily available resources for any group intending to reignite an armed conﬂict. It
is for this reason that many contemporary peace agreements have been followed by
large-scale Disarmament Demobilization and Reintegration programs, designed to
remove weapons from ex-combatants and provide them with alternative livelihoods. According to a survey conducted by the School for Peace Culture of the
Autonomous University of Barcelona, in the year 2005 alone 1,129,000 people took
part in DDR programs in 20 countries, which cost an estimated USD 2 billion.14
14

Survey available at the School for Peace Culture’s web site at www.escolapau.org
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was characterized by warlordism. However, the Taliban (aided in no small part by
significant arms supplies from Pakistan) was able to take control of almost the entire
country. The term correspondence is used here because the causal relationships
between the mode of acquisition and the character of an insurgency are clearly an
area in which more research is needed.
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Trade

Currently, the main focus of NGO and government campaigning on conventional
arms is the call for an ‘‘Arms Trade Treaty’’ which would formally introduce mandatory consideration of issues such as human rights in arms export licensing. Certainly, many reports have highlighted egregious transfers of weapons to
governments with very bad records of human rights abuses (see e.g., Amnesty
International 2004).15
However, concern for preventing conﬂict initiation or reducing the intensity of
armed conﬂict would emphasize preventing groups from obtaining weapons. Responsible arms exports would only be made to those governments that adequately
secure the weapons used by their security forces, to those that closely regulate
civilian possession of (at least) military style weapons, and those that do not have a
record of supplying armed groups in other countries. These criteria are included in
some regional agreements on the arms trade (such as the OSCE document on small
arms and light weapons), however they have attracted much less attention than
issues such as human rights. Moreover, the development of global standards proscribing the supply by governments of weapons to armed groups located abroad
would help to restrict one source of supply.
Enhancing the Capacity of the State

Initiatives to prevent or limit armed conﬂict should focus upon enhancing the
capacity of the state to control the availability of arms. Effective management and
security of arms stockpiles held by the security forces is the most important priority.
Also important are improving border control and customs services to restrict arms
trafﬁcking. Last, it is important to ensure that police forces and ministries of the
interior have adequate capacity to regulate weapons possession. All these initiatives
may have to be accompanied by legal reform. They are covered by the UN Programme of Action on the illicit trade in small arms and light weapons, and this
document should be rigorously implemented.

Conclusion
Collier et al. (2003:88) deﬁne arms as being ‘‘violence specific capital’’ and this term
underlies the facets of arms described in this article.16 They are an essential prerequisite to any military activity undertaken by an armed opposition group. The
control over the acquisition of weapons, and their availability, are therefore two
factors which have a profound inﬂuence over mode of an insurgency and its initiation, escalation, and termination. This article has sketched some preliminary
correspondences between the various modes of weapon acquisition and types of
insurgency.
15
16

Including by the author of this article.
Collier and Hoefﬂer (2001) also use the term ‘‘Conﬂict-Speciﬁc Capital.’’
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However, the effectiveness of DDR programs in preventing further outbreaks of
armed conﬂict may be compromised if only weapons held by armed groups are
collected and disposed of. As noted above, during a conﬂict small arms become
diffused from combatants into the general population. In such a context, potential
new insurgents will ﬁnd a ready supply of weapons from civilians even if weapons
have been collected from ex-combatants. Thus, it is important that postaccord arms
strategies involve both the weapons used by military forces and those held by
civilians.
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Assessing the number of casualties and fatalities as a result of warfare has proven a
key focus of studies into the destructive potential of small arms and light weapons
(SALW). Estimates of conflict deaths have been used as a means of mobilising
attention around the need to control the proliferation of SALW. Nevertheless,
there is a need to review our existing findings and refine the methods used by
researchers to estimate both the number of people killed by armed conflict and
those deaths attributable to SALW.
This chapter begins with a critique of the oft-repeated estimate of 300,000
annual conflict deaths as a result of SALW. It presents disaggregated data on
the gender and age of victims of armed conflict, and between direct and indirect victims of violence. It examines whether intrastate conflicts (within states) kill
more people than interstate conflicts (between two or more states) and investigates
whether the widely observed decline in the number of wars since the mid-1990s
has been accompanied by a reduction in the number of direct battle deaths. It then
explores the available data on the type of weapon, and particularly prevalence of
small arms injuries, in a variety of armed conflicts. The chapter concludes with an
assessment of the various methodologies used to calculate mortality and morbidity
as a consequence of armed conflict.

Deaths per annum due to armed conflict
The absence of systematically collected data on the number of deaths in armed conflict has led to the use of estimates, wherein the sources, definitions, and methodologies are unclear. For example, the figure of 300,000 deaths has been reiterated
many times over without due explanation of the evidence upon which it is based.1
The estimate of 300,000 annual direct SALW casualties appeared in several publications which set the agenda for international action on SALW in the late 1990s
and early 2000s (for more on this process see Chapter 10). For example, it was first
published in Project Ploughshares (1998) and later by Cukier, Chapdelaine and
Collins (1999: 40), and gained wide currency after it featured in the Small Arms
Survey (Muggah, 2001: 208). However, publications containing this estimate did
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not provide a detailed methodology and following up references where they have
been provided leads just to estimates of total conflict mortality during the early
1990s without any disaggregation of what caused the deaths (Project Ploughshares
1996; ICRC, 1999: 5). The original Project Ploughshares (1998) estimate makes
the preliminary nature of the estimate clear: ‘in the more than three dozen current
wars, probably 90 per cent of killings are by small arms, and, by some estimates, in
the past decade alone they have caused more than 3,000,000 deaths.’ Moreover,
the authors warn that the number of fatalities is impossible to verify and that the
Projects’ casualty estimates for countries in conflict includes victims of famine in
Somalia, genocide in Rwanda, executions of political prisoners in Iran, and tribal
fighting over land in Ghana.
The publications mentioned here often included such cautionary notes and
many scholars have since reassessed their figures downwards.2 Wille and Krause
(2005: 256–257) concluded that the Small Arms Survey’s previous estimate ‘may
be too high for recent years’ and that it was important ‘not to claim that SALW
“caused” all these deaths . . . SALW are directly responsible for 60–90 per cent
of direct conflict deaths, but they cannot be considered responsible in the same
way for indirect deaths’. Nevertheless, well over a decade after the period which
the estimate was based upon, it was still being widely cited in high-level policy
debates as a fact, devoid of the caution and caveats emphasised by its originators.
It became a piece of the conventional wisdom, something widely believed as a
result of its widespread use.
As such, the 300,000 estimate was a very useful advocacy tool used to mobilise
an international constituency around the small arms issue; and the lack of precision should be viewed in this context. Estimates were designed to show the magnitude of the problem rather than provide a precise account of the people killed
by SALW. The roughly calculated ‘ballpark’ figures enabled decision-makers to
assess the relative importance of small arms compared to other pressing international problems.
The use of the 300,000 figure by governments and NGOs (even after revisions
have been published) is problematic. Its purpose has been served as the mobilisation of the policy community to work on small arms has largely been accomplished
(see Chapter 10). Now a more important task for mortality estimates is to assist
in measuring the impact of many policy initiatives associated with SALW. Similarly, the priority in the late 2000s and beyond is to target specific interventions to
countries and regions in need. In this context, amorphous global estimates have
little practical value; indeed, they can obscure important variations in the extent of
victimisation by SALW within countries and regions. It is, therefore, important to
research mortality and morbidity due to small arms in specific conflict settings and
so develop accurate data for all the world’s conflict zones.

Research on all conflict deaths
The pioneers of the academic study of armed conflict were generally concerned
with interstate warfare, arguing that the use of arms for political reasons occurred
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as a consequence of the breakdown of social and cultural relationships (Sorokin,
1937; Richardson and Wright, 1960). Starting in the 1960s, several organisations systematically collected data on armed conflict. The first was the Correlates
of War (COW) project at the University of Michigan, USA (see Singer, 1972).3
This project was followed by others which focused upon intrastate wars and
smaller conflicts, such as the Arbeitsgemeinschaft Kreigsursachenforschung
(AKUF) at the University of Hamburg and the dataset developed by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP)4 and the Peace Research Institute Oslo
(PRIO).
Conflict datasets originally only provided information about the number of
active conflicts and sometimes an approximate of the severity of recent fighting.
As it became apparent in the mid-1990s that global casualty estimates in conflict
were extremely limited (see above), several projects started to review and improve
their methodology. At around the same time, public health researchers also
started to provide estimates of the lethality of war, introducing new methodological approaches. The previous literature on the numbers of deaths and wounded
caused by different types of weapons had almost exclusively focused on specific
cases rather than global estimates over time. By reviewing the existing literature
and initiating coherent reporting procedures, scholars such as Robin Coupland at
the ICRC stressed the importance of this kind of research (Coupland and Meddings, 1999; Taback and Coupland, 2005). Even though conflict data projects’
and public health researchers’ views are very different and focus on dissimilar
aspects of a conflict, they have become part of a joint research field with a vibrant
methodological debate.
Given the many negative consequences of armed conflict, it is perhaps surprising that researchers focus upon measuring deaths. This is primarily because
data on deaths is far more readily available on a global level than any other conflict-related factor. It is also comparatively easy to aggregate and compare deaths.
Trying to do so with other measures – such as the destruction of property or lost
economic activity – arguably poses insurmountable methodological barriers. As
Fischer and Brauer (2003: 229) note, one of the least studied aspects of conflict
has been the economic impact of warfare. Moreover, measuring deaths provides
a more wide-ranging indicator than other factors: crucially, it encompasses both
the direct consequences of fighting and the longer-term indirect costs. Last, and
perhaps most important, the ultimate normative goal behind conflict research is to
prevent and reduce unnecessary human death. A focus upon fatalities, as opposed
to other factors, is wholly consistent with that goal.
Depending on the definitions and methodology used for obtaining casualty estimates, figures can differ quite significantly. As part of the 2005 Human Security Report,
an attempt was made to study as many sources as possible to identify the most
likely figure of battle-related deaths for the years 1946–2002. This project – the
Lacina and Gleditsch battle-deaths dataset – concludes that there has been a clear
but uneven decline in battle deaths around the world and that interstate conflicts
have generally been more deadly than intrastate fighting (Lacina and Gleditsch,
2005). During the first years of the 1990s, there were around 100,000 direct
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battle-related deaths per year, followed by a dip in 1995–97 when 50,000–70,000
casualties were reported and then a temporary upsurge in 1999–2001. The WHO
World Health Report (Krug et al., 2002) similarly draws from a number of sources to
estimate the number of war deaths. It noted a decrease of war-related deaths (from
both direct and indirect causes) between 1998 and 2002, from 588,000 to 172,000
(Mathers et al., 2005). Such attempts at approximation have not been repeated
in subsequent editions. Generally considered the most conservative source, the
UCDP only include victims of direct violence where every incident is reported and
where both warring parties can be identified. The latest update of UCDP datasets
suggest that there were at least 12,000–37,000 reported battle-related deaths per
year in armed conflicts during 2002–2008.

/082*()49/54,&%(&,,2*()432&3&26&%

Defining deaths in armed conflict
Depending on their field, researchers often discriminate between different forms
of violence: that which is attributable to the conflict and that which could be due
to other motives. Conflict researchers are primarily interested in the socio-political
phenomenon of conflict and the concomitant violence employed, sometimes going
to great lengths to exclude other forms of violence. Almost all existing conflict data
projects define conflicts as consisting to some extent of three factors: i) two or more
organised parties of which at least one is a state; ii) a stated political disagreement
between these parties; iii) the violence between these parties (Singer, 1972; Heldt,
1993; Gantzel, 1981). All of these elements need to combine in order for a conflict
researcher to define a violent act as being part of an armed conflict. The term thus
excludes other violence occurring in a conflict country, in particular: criminal violence (which may account for more deaths than warfare in some countries); massacres carried out against civilians; violence between two or more non-governmental
groups (such as criminal organisations); or violence between the government and
a group without any political identity. All these types of violence have serious consequences and are researched elsewhere, but are nonetheless excluded from many
measures of the intensity and dynamics of warfare.
Using this definition can result in a significant difference between the number
of deaths in a ‘conflict’ and the number of deaths within the country in which the
conflict takes place. Research has suggested that the factors contributing to an
increase in criminality are also manifest in wartime. Social controls such as family
life are diminished and scarcity of goods generates a greater incentive for theft and
illicit trade. At the same time, the punitive cost of crime reduces as the police and
judiciary weaken and norms restricting the use of violence break down (Bonger,
1936 in Ruggiero, 2005; Kalyvas, 2006). Although these effects are not consistent
across all conflicts and countries, they often develop over time in prolonged conflict situations. In parts of Colombia, for example, there have been estimates that
around 80 per cent of violent deaths – most caused by firearms – take place outside of the fighting between the government and leftist guerrillas (Bejarano, 2003).
Some conflict studies, in particular those targeting policy-makers, have argued
that other types of violence should be included in the measurement of the conflict
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severity. Such an approach is useful when looking at the situation in a specific
country or a region but is problematic when attempting to provide global data on
war. Without universally agreed definitions, it is difficult to determine a particular
conflict’s make-up, including when it began or when it ends.
The classifications used by conflict researchers are not followed by others studying violence. In particular, the WHO (Krug et al., 2002: 215) defines ‘collective violence’ as being the ‘instrumental use of violence by people who identify themselves
as members of a group – whether this group is transitory or has a more permanent
identity – against another group or set of individuals, in order to achieve political,
economic or social objectives’. This is a much wider interpretation, produced by
people more concerned with the public health consequences of violence. As Wille
and Krause (2005: 232) note, such a definition ‘includes fighting between nonstate groups and captures genocidal violence, whether perpetrated by a state or
not, even if the victims are unarmed. It also identifies armed conflict as a category
of collective violence, rather than a sui generis phenomenon.’ The application of
such a wide-ranging definition, however, is problematic: it provides a better scope
of the total number of victims but at the expense of our understanding of armed
conflict as a particular form of organised violence.
As Kreutz, Marsh and Torre (Chapter 5 in this volume) point out, armed conflict overlays a variety of acts of violence which have a much more individual
animus. Certainly, warfare might make robbery, revenge, or sadism much easier
to perpetrate (if only due to the frequent absence of effective law enforcement) but
these acts form an entirely different category of violence. If we wish to understand
the severity, origins, and means of resolving warfare, then other forms of violence
need to be excluded from our calculations.

/082*()49/54,&%(&,,2*()432&3&26&%

Direct and indirect deaths
An important distinction used by conflict researchers lies between ‘battle deaths’
(or ‘conflict deaths’) which are a direct consequence of fighting – such as those due
to gunshots or bombing – and ‘indirect deaths’ which are due to wider structural
and physical degeneration caused by warfare. Other research on war deaths has
distinguished between civilian and combatant fatalities. The two are not interchangeable because the category ‘battle deaths’ generally includes civilians killed
in fighting between two armed parties, such as innocent victims caught in the
crossfire.
Li and Wen (2005: 473–475) suggest five indirect consequences of warfare that
contribute to increased mortality: economic disruption (including the production
and distribution of food); damage to healthcare infrastructure and the killing or
intimidation of health workers; diversion of spending away from public health and
to the military; reduced social cohesion that might lead to more criminal homicide or sexual violence; and psychological distress. These indirect effects and the
increased mortality they engender can be linked to conflict; however, it is important to question the extent to which they are caused by SALW. If someone is the
victim of a gunshot, one can assume that if the weapon was not present they would
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not have been injured by it. Such a link is much more tenuous in indirect deaths.
For example, many war zones experience an increase in road traffic accidents.
These can be attributed to drivers speeding in order to avoid ambush, a breakdown in the enforcement of traffic regulations, and a general increase in risktaking (Stecklov and Goldstein, 2004). When measuring increased mortality
during wartime, traffic accidents are as relevant as other indirect effects, however,
it is difficult to definitively state that SALW (or any other weapon) were a causal
factor. The use of weapons in the war zone is certainly a contributory factor, but
too many elements separate the gun from the driver to be certain that a direct
causal relationship exists.
Research from a public health perspective highlights direct and indirect mortality. For example, Grein et al. (2003) undertook a retrospective survey of camps
containing members of the União Nacional para a Independência Total de Angola
(UNITA). They surveyed 6,599 people before and after the 2002 ceasefire which
brought an end to the 27-year civil war. Prior to the ceasefire, ‘war injuries’ were
the leading cause of death, this figure decreased after the agreement was reached.
Malnutrition and malaria were also at emergency levels before the ceasefire but
did not decline once it had been established. The authors suggest that very high
levels of malnutrition and malaria were due to the population’s isolation; 46 per
cent of all reported deaths were among children under five.
Aboutanos and Baker (1997) find that across five case studies, there is a clear
distinction between non-civilian and civilian fatalities: the former are overwhelmingly male and between 20–50 years; the latter comprise of both genders and all
ages. Similarly, Li and Wen (2005: 487) also note in their survey of adult conflict
deaths in 84 countries over 34 years that ‘severe conflict affects male mortality
both immediately and over time after conflict, while such conflict raises female
mortality mainly in the long run’. Reza, Mercy and Krug (2001) present a worldwide survey using global mortality data for the year 1990. They demonstrate that
male conflict deaths are higher than female (a ratio of 3 : 1), and that, while the
highest death rate for females is among girls aged 0–4, in males it peaks between
the ages of 0–4, 15–29, and 60–69, with the highest being in the middle age group.
Their findings also suggest that while the majority of battle deaths are young men,
females are equally represented in civilian deaths, along with older men and boys.
Hicks et al. (2009) find that in Iraq, male civilians are more at risk from targeted
killings and close combat, while air attacks, mortar fire, and vehicle bombs tend
to kill men and women indiscriminately. Nevertheless, Plümper and Neumayer
(2006) observe that, on average, warfare reduces women’s life expectancy more
than men’s. They claim (2006: 747) this indicates ‘that the direct and indirect consequences of wars combined either kill more women or that the killed women are
younger on average than the killed men’. Plümper and Neumayer (2006) hypothesise that while men are more likely to be the immediate victims of battles, women
and girls are likely to suffer disproportionately from the indirect effects of armed
conflict.
Studies by conflict researchers on direct and indirect deaths have focused upon
attempts to disaggregate the two so that battle deaths as a measure of conflict
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intensity can be more accurately assessed. Sarkees, Wayman and Singer (2003)
note that while the dominant form of warfare has changed since 1815 (from imperial conquest, through interstate war, to contemporary civil war), levels of mortality are roughly similar. Lacina, Gleditsch and Russett (2006: 679), however, suggest this finding is based upon data which has combined direct battle and indirect
deaths. They maintain that since 1945 there has been ‘a remarkable decline in the
numbers of combat deaths worldwide’. Their claims accord with Marsh’s commentary (in this volume) that in the previous interstate wars sophisticated weaponry with its greater destructive potential was much more widely deployed than
in the civil wars of the 1990s and 2000s. Lacina et al.’s research contradicts many
authors who stress that contemporary civil wars are bloodier than previous forms
of conflict (for example Kaldor, 1999).

/082*()49/54,&%(&,,2*()432&3&26&%

The proportion of SALW casualties
Assessing the number of deaths caused by SALW in warfare requires an understanding of the proportion attributable to SALW as opposed to other types of
weapons, such as artillery or air strikes. Unfortunately, we do not have enough
data to make precise calculations. The available research does though (unsurprisingly) suggest that the means of death in a war reflects the types of weapons used
by the protagonists. There are, therefore, considerable variations. Nevertheless,
firearms caused between 20–55 per cent of casualties (deaths and injuries) in the
majority of cases examined below.
There have been several general reviews of the type of weapon used to inflict
death and injury on the battlefield,5 and numerous studies – generally written
by doctors or public health professionals – have outlined the types of weapons
which cause death or injury in individual conflicts (often particular hospitals).
Many present information on wounded people as well as deaths. They have been
included in the discussion in this section because statistics on wounds provide an
indication of the types of weapons used and, therefore, of how combat deaths
might have occurred; moreover data on patients treated for wounds includes some
that died in care.
The difficulties in determining the type of weapon used are evident in a
study of hospital admissions in Kandahar, Afghanistan between 1991 and 1997
(Meddings, 1997; ICRC, 1999). The period up until March 1995 is described as a
‘conflict’ period, after which the city was taken over by one faction and a ‘post-conflict’ period ensued. During the first phase, 1,825 people were admitted to hospital
having been injured by weapons. Of these, 670 (37 per cent) had gunshot wounds,
729 (40 per cent) were injured by mines, and 426 (23 per cent) were injured by
fragmenting munitions. The survey highlights two dilemmas. First, while the gunshot wounds and injuries from mines are definitely caused by small arms or light
weapons, respectively, the third category is more difficult to assess. Fragmenting
munitions injure by exploding and spreading metal fragments over a wide area.
Such injuries can be caused by: light weapons such as grenades or mortars; large
weapon systems such as artillery; or weapons such as rockets or missiles which
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might be light weapons depending upon their size. As these weapons disintegrate
into chunks of flying metal it is difficult for a doctor to identify the origin of the
shrapnel, and attempting to do so might require resources unavailable in a conflict
zone. The second problem is that a survey of hospital admissions, especially in a
combat zone such as Afghanistan, is likely to ignore all those who were killed outright on the battlefield or suffered such serious injuries that they were not brought
into hospital. This may distort the results. If one weapon type caused many more
battlefield fatalities than another, it might well be under-represented in statistics
on people admitted to hospital with weapon injuries.
The only specific cross-national study concerning SALW and conflict deaths is
found in Wille and Krause (2005: 248–249). They report upon a survey conducted
by the International Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS) in which press reports
of eight conflicts were monitored over a period of four months (June to October 2004). The conflicts examined were: Aceh (Indonesia); Algeria; Chechnya
(Russia); Colombia; Ivory Coast; Nepal; and Uganda. They (2005: 249) state that
‘of the 1,364 recorded conflict deaths with specified causes in the eight conflicts,
1,225 could be attributed to SALW’. Of those deaths attributed to SALW, only 66
concerned light weapons, the rest were small arms.
Other conflicts display very different patterns of weapon use. For example,
Human Rights Watch (HRW) conducted a meticulous study of civilian direct
casualties in the 2006 war in Lebanon. The subsequent (2007) report describes the
circumstances of civilian deaths in Lebanon. Of the 1,109 deaths identified,6 only
five were due to gunshot wounds (2007: 172–178). The remainder were caused
by air strikes – conventional bombs and cluster munitions – or by artillery. The
overwhelming majority of identified civilian casualties in Lebanon were thus not
caused by SALW. A second example comes from Hicks et al. (2009) who use information from the Iraq Body Count (IBC) database on the particular weapons used
in the death of 60,481 people in 2003–2008. The conflict in Iraq had different
characteristics to the Lebanon example, with only 4 per cent of people killed by
air attacks that weren’t accompanied by ground fire. The most common cause of
death was abduction and execution, sometimes after torture, followed by small
arms fire and suicide bombs. However, as most of the executions were committed
using guns or swords, and as guns were often used for the abduction, the role of
SALW was much more pronounced in Iraq. A third example comes from Lett,
Kobusingye and Ekwaru’s (2006) survey of 8,595 people from 1,475 households in
Gulu province, Northern Uganda. The region is dominated by the conflict between
the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and the Government of Uganda, although the
survey included data on some non-conflict injuries. The survey questioned people
about deaths and injuries they had witnessed or experienced; some of its results are
summarised in Table 4.1.
In Uganda gunshots are the largest cause of death; the only injuries from light
weapons are from landmines and there are no deaths or injuries attributable to
Major Conventional Weapons. The low-tech nature of the fighting is underlined
by the high numbers of fatalities caused by blunt instruments and cutting weapons.
Lett, Kobusingye and Ekwaru (2006: 55) report that the ‘civilian population bears
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Table 4.1 Cause and Consequence of Injury Gulu Province
Injury

Death

Disability

Recovery

Gunshot
Stab/cut
Blunt force
Landmine
Poisoning
Snake bite
Road traffic accident
Burn
Drowning
Fall
Other
All causes

168
71
41
26
22
9
8
7
5
1
39
397

87
59
112
36
24
16
55
19
0
76
95
579

288
183
201
70
58
63
88
63
5
117
171
1,307
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Source: Lett, Kobusingye and Ekwaru (2006: 54)

most of the burden of injury death’ and that the rates of injury are similar to those
found in Kosovo in 1999 and Afghanistan in 1994. The importance of war-related
injury is underlined by their finding that fatal injuries in Gulu were ‘835 per cent
higher than that in Mukono district, a similar Ugandan district that does not have
armed conflict’. They also find that 27.4 per cent of fatal injuries in Gulu occurred
in schools, substantiating widespread reports of LRA raids to kidnap children for
forced labour or to become child combatants.
Analyses of a wide range of conflicts find more consistency in the weapons used,
at least where firearms are concerned. The results of 16 studies are summarised in
Table 4.2. It covers information from surveys, mortality data, press reports, and
records of hospital admissions. More studies are available on some of the conflicts
examined, but only one per war was included. As it summarises various studies
using different methodologies and classifications – most notably some are concerned with mortality while others examine injuries – the table should be viewed
with caution. Moreover, the studies are not a representative sample of conflicts:
over half involve armed forces of the developed world. This bias reflects the datagathering capacity in different conflict zones. Nevertheless, some tentative conclusions can be drawn concerning the type of weapons used to inflict casualties in
conflicts.
The various studies in Table 4.2 reflect a wide range of weapons use. At the
two extremes, firearms accounted for 93 per cent of casualties in the Republic of
Congo study, but less than 1 per cent of casualties in the 2006 Lebanon conflict
survey. The disparity is due to the different levels of technology and strategies
used by the protagonists. In the Republic of Congo the conflict concerned lightly
armed militias whereas in Lebanon almost all the casualties were caused by aerial
bombardment from a technologically advanced state.
Clearly, the high number of casualties due to air strikes in Lebanon is not representative of the conflicts included in Table 4.2. Most wars are fought in developing
countries which do not possess the high-tech weaponry.7 Nevertheless, it is not
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Table 4.2 Causes of war-related injuries in percentages
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Location

Period

Type of
victim

Methodology

Scope

Gunshot

Fragmentation Mine

Afghanistan 1991–1995

Civilian & Hospital
Combatant admissions

Weapon injuries

37

23

Bosnia

1993

Civilian & Hospital
Combatant admissions

Deaths from
penetrating and
blunt trauma

49.1

45.8

Congo
(Republic
of –
Brazzaville)

1998–2000

Civilian & Hospital
Combatant admissions

All injuries

97

Croatia

1991–1992

Civilian & Mortality
Combatant data

Combat fatalities 33

43.9

Cambodia

1994–1995

Civilian & Hospital
Combatant admissions

Combat and
non-combat
weapon injuries

29

30

37

Eight Red
Cross
hospitals in
ﬁve
countries

1991–1998

Civilian & Hospital
Combatant admissions

Injured by
bullets,
fragmentation
munitions, or
mines.

44.7

30.5

24.8

Iraq

2003–2008

Civilian

20 (53)

23

Media sources All deaths
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Artillery Explosions
shells

Grenade RPG Blade
Blunt
or sharp
force
instrument

Air
Rocket/
strike
mortar
(bomb/
missile/
rocket).

IED

Other Note
injuries

5.9

2

<1

2

1.2

22
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4

3

4

5

1

1,825 people
with weapon
injuries during
the ‘conﬂict’
period, admitted
to one Red Cross
hospital in
Afghanistan.
1,703 patients
sent to Nova Bila
Hospital for War
Wounded
1,439 people
admitted to the
Talangai,
Makélékélé and
CHU hospitals in
Brazzaville
4,339 fatal
injuries among
Croat civillians
and military
personnel
863 patients
admitted to the
Mongkol Borei
hospital over 12
months
18 877 people
admitted to
Red Cross
hospitals in
Peshawar,
Quetta, Kabul
and Khandahar
(Afghanistan),
Khao I Dang
(Cambodian
border with
Thailand),
Butare (Rwanda),
Novi Atagi
(Chechenia), and
Lokichokio
(Sudanese border
withKenya)
60 481 Iraqi
civilians (not
military; not
police if part of
paramilitary
activities) from
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Location

Period

Type of
victim

Methodology

Scope

Gunshot

Fragmentation Mine

Iraq and
2001–2004
Afghanistan
(US forces)

Combatant Review of
hospital
records

All combat
injuries

19

Kosovo

1999–2000

Civilian & Hospital
Combatant admissions

Penetrating
injury

55

Kuwait

1991

Civilian & Hospital
Combatant admissions

War injuries

54

34

Lebanon

1975–1986

Civilian & Hospital
Combatant admissions

Combat
casualties

49.4

36.2

Lebanon

2006

Civilian & Retrospective
Combatant survey

All deaths

<1

Rwanda

1994

Civilian

All deaths

14.7

Somalia

1998

Combat
casualties

55

31

Thailand

1980

Civilian & Hospital
Combatant admissions

Combat injuries

38

20

Uganda

1994–1999

Civilian & Survey
Combatant

Weapon injuries

40

Retrospective
survey of
survivors
Combatant Casualty data

1.5

<1
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Artillery Explosions
shells

Grenade RPG Blade
Blunt
or sharp
force
instrument

1

12

38

9

IED

32

Other Note
injuries

25

6.7

5.5

2

2

<1
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Air
Rocket/
strike
mortar
(bomb/
missile/
rocket).

2

10.4

<1

1.8

3

99

55

16.8

12

1

11.6

2

<1

23

26

March 20, 2003
to March 19,
2008
3,707 combat
injuries sustained
in Operation
Iraqi Freedom
and Operation
Enduring
Freedom until
December 2004.
149 patients with
penetrating
injury admitted
to the US Army
Field Hospital at
Camp Bondsteel.
361 patients
admitted to
Mubarak
Al-Kabeer
Teaching
Hospital, Kuwait
A sample of 1500
patients with
abdominal
injuries treated at
the American
University of
Beiruit Medical
Centre.
1109 deaths,
almost all
civilian,
investigated by
Human Rights
Watch
59,050 victims of
the Rwanda
genocide.
76 US military
combat casualties
resulting in death
or hospitalisation.
Systematic
sample of 275
hospital
admissions.
Survey which
identiﬁed 1,342
people with
weapon injuries.
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Sources: Afghanistan – Meddings (1997); Bosnia – van Rooyen et al. (1995); Congo (Republic of – Brazzaville) – Demetriou,
Hospitals – Coupland and Samnegaard (1999); Iraq (civilian) – Hicks et al. c´(2009); Iraq and Afghanistan (US Forces) – Holcomb
Lebanon (2006) – HRW (2007); Rwanda – Vervimp (2006); Somalia – Mabry et al. (2000); Thailand – Johnson et al. (1981);
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Notes
Data presented on Uganda only include injuries caused by weapons (burns, drowning etc. which were presented in Table 4.1
Gunshot deaths in Iraq cover 20% of deaths from combat and 33% from executions after abduction – making a combined
Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding.

the only recent occasion in which firearms account for a very small proportion of
casualties. For example, a study by Hodalić et al. (1999) of 1,211 patients at the
Vinkovci General Hospital during the 1991–2 war in Croatia found that some 90
per cent were injured by shell explosions, with only 3 per cent of injuries due to
firearms and 4 per cent from landmines.8
The majority of cases in Table 4.2 coalesce around a proportion of 20–55 per
cent of casualties being caused by firearms, with the most extensive study (of eight
hospitals in five countries) reporting 45 per cent. One factor which might influence the proportion of gunshot wounds by non-technologically advanced protagonists is the use of landmines, which account for a large proportion of casualties in
Cambodia and Afghanistan. A further remarkable finding from Table 4.2 is the
prevalence of blade and blunt force injuries in several conflicts. These might be
under-estimated in other studies included in Table 4.2 which tend to focus upon
patients that require surgery (needed for most ballistic injuries but not always for
fractures or stab wounds to the extremities). The use of bladed or blunt weapons
to kill or injure in warfare has received scant attention from publications on SALW
and general works on warfare.
The prevalence of firearm injuries found in Table 4.2 indicates a reversal of a
reported trend toward an increasing proportion of combat casualties being caused
by shells and bombs. Aboutanos and Baker (1997) find a long-term decrease in
the proportion of gunshot wounds and note that in the US Civil War firearms
accounted for 75 per cent of casualties and explosives only 9 per cent, but ‘recent
wars are marked by an increase in explosive wounds caused by fragmenting antipersonnel weapons such as rockets, artillery shells, mortar bombs, and mines’.
Johnson et al. (1981: 487–488) note that among US forces in the Second World
War small arms accounted for 17.9 per cent of casualties, land mines 3 per cent
and artillery or bombs 58.6 per cent.9 Their finding that the conflict in Thailand involved far more gunshot and landmine casualties (37.5 and 42.3 per cent,
respectively) is echoed by almost all of the research summarised in Table 4.2.
The high prevalence of gunshot and landmine injuries indicate that (as Marsh in
this volume also notes) combatants in contemporary civil wars generally employ
technologically unsophisticated weapons compared to those fighting in interstate
warfare (even wars that took place some 60 years ago).
The prevalence of a means of injury can also change during the course of a particular conflict. Table 4.3 demonstrates that firearms caused most injuries to Russian troops in Afghanistan at the start of the conflict, a trend which was reversed
at the end. This change is most likely to have been due to the weapons acquired
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Muggah and Biddle (2002); Cambodia – Meddings and O’Connor (1999); Croatia – Kuzman et al. (1993); Eight Red Cross
et al. (2007); Kosovo – Appenzeller (2004); Kuwait – Behbehani et al. (1994); Lebanon (1975–1986) – Nassoura et al. (1991);
Uganda – Lett, Kobusingye and Ekwaru (2006).

have been excluded here).
total of 53%.

Table 4.3 Method of injury of Russian casualties in Afghanistan 1980–1988
Method of injury

1980 1981

Per cent gunshot
62.2
Per cent fragmentation 37.2

54.7
45.3

1982

1983 1984

1985

1986

1987 1988

50.4
49.6

46.0
54.0

36.6
63.4

31.8
68.2

26.5
73.5

34.1
65.9

28.1
71.9

Source: Grau and Jorgensen (1998)

and used by the Mujahideen. In the beginning, they mainly used small arms but
were able to obtain – through capture and supply via Pakistan – a variety of more
sophisticated weapons during the course of the conflict, especially mines, mortars,
missiles, rockets, and even artillery.

Methodologies for conflict data collection
Murray et al. (2002: 347) note several basic sources of information on deaths in
armed conflicts, namely:
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•
•
•
•
•

censal and other demographic analysis;
civil registration of vital statistics (such as deaths, births, and injuries);
surveys;
eyewitness reports (generally contained in press articles); and
official government reports (such as by ministries of defence).

Some of these methods have been highlighted in the examples used for this chapter. For instance, in Table 4.2 the data on Croatia derives from official mortality
statistics, on Uganda from a survey, Plümper and Neumayer analyse life expectancy while IBC data is based primarily upon press reports. These various sources
are examined in greater detail below.
Global conflict datasets
Initially, global conflict datasets provided casualty information in the form of a
severity measure, either a rough estimation of the number of deaths or some sort of
index for conflict intensity. The UCDP-PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset, for example, differentiates between conflicts that cause 25–999 deaths in a year (minor
armed conflicts) and those that cause at least 1,000 battle-related casualties (wars)
(Gleditsch et al., 2002).

*-",,2-32*-&".%/.',*$4,/#",/6&2.".$&".%4)& )2&"4/'2-&%!*/,&.$&*&%*4&%#87&.2&&.&".%*$
"23)/54,&%(&2/5&34#//+&.42",)440&#//+$&.42",02/15&34$/-,*#02*/./&#//+3%&4"*,"$4*/.%/$
2&"4&%'2/-02*/./&#//+3/.     



58

Joakim Kreutz and Nicholas Marsh

/082*()49/54,&%(&,,2*()432&3&26&%

All global conflict datasets are constructed through basically the same methodology, which consists of reviewing a number of sources, such as media or research
reports, and employing consistent definitions across all countries to extract conflict
information. The type and number of sources have evolved over time, particularly
following the introduction of the internet during the 1990s. To code active conflicts in 2008, the UCDP read more than 55,000 news articles extracted from the
Factiva database, which itself includes more than 10,000 global and local sources.
Information was then added from reports by HRW, the International Crisis
Group, Amnesty International, as well as numerous region- or country-specific
sources. The information collected through this method has traditionally been
presented for every year, or sometimes as a total for the conflict from start to end.
There are two ways casualty information can be collected through this type of
methodology: either choosing a total or yearly casualty estimate provided by a
reliable source, or coding each event (such as a battle) and then aggregating the
total figures. Both processes are unfortunately sensitive to bias: the former because
statements are politically motivated; the latter is affected by uneven reporting
and difficulty in classifying events. Several projects are trying to overcome these
problems through triangulation between sources, using of case-specific experts to
interpret the information, producing ‘low, best, and high’ estimates, and by constantly reviewing and updating earlier versions of the databases (Kreutz, 2009).
During the conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina 1992–95, it was not uncommon for
commentators to claim that there were 250,000 deaths as a result of the fighting
and ethnic cleansing. Following an extensive research project, this estimate has
been more than halved (RDC, 2007). An advantage of having data collected on an
event basis is, for example, that interested researchers can focus on a detail within
the dataset. This can then be used to study only the events where small arms are
used in conflict. This data format may also facilitate research on the use of small
arms to threaten even where other weapons are used to inflict death, such as in
Rwanda (Vervimp, 2006). Notwithstanding, the collection process for event data
is extremely labour-intensive and there is a risk of under-reporting due to ‘unclear’
events or deaths that are not included in publications. It is also important to note
what type of violence is included or excluded from the in-country study.
Mortality and life expectancy datasets
An alternative approach to identifying the lethality of conflicts is promoted in studies that analyse more factors than simply the use of direct violence. The numbers
of people dying from structural inequalities can be observed using various types
of data (Galtung and Höivik, 1971). In particular, it is suggested that mortality
rates and life expectancy can provide important information about the severity of
violence. Calculating the mortality rate in the developed world is a simple process as it is based upon the registration of deaths and births in-country during a
given year. In contrast to media-based reporting methodologies, the mortality rate
includes all deaths regardless of their cause, thus including the effects of starvation, disease, accidents, and old age. Moreover, the registrations of deaths often
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includes information on the cause of death, and since this data is submitted by the
WHO, researchers should – in theory – be able to utilise a global mortality-related
dataset.
Notwithstanding, there are limitations to the WHO dataset, especially with
regards to conflict countries. As mentioned above, in many cases official statistics
are non-existent or incomplete. The WHO acknowledges that only 75–100 countries report data and many of these are rarely updated. For most of Africa, the
most recent figures remain based on data drawn from the 1950s. There might also
be political or cultural reasons to misrepresent the statistics reported to the WHO,
for example in the reporting of suicides. Furthermore, in order to identify the
effect of a conflict, life expectancy datasets compare the actual mortality with the
expected mortality if there was no conflict active in the country at the given time.
Since ‘normal’ (peacetime) data are limited, such a comparison must be calculated
using proxies or assumptions. These are generally developed with the intent of
identifying increased mortality through disease and include factors such as climate, season, access to immunisation programmes and so on. Due to the chaotic
impact of an active armed conflict, it is difficult to identify a ‘normal’ death rate.
An even greater challenge is to assume how many deaths could be caused by small
arms outside of the war, for example to disaggregate homicides by gunshot wound
from conflict deaths due to firearms.
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Surveys
Some recent estimates of casualties in conflict have received much media attention, provoking discussion regarding the reliability of different methodologies.
Using data compiled through surveys, it was suggested that over 20,000 violent
deaths had occurred in Iraq during 18 months after the US invasion in 2003
(Roberts et al., 2004). A follow-up study in 2006, updated the number of violent
deaths to 601,000 between March 2003 and June 2006 (Burnham et al., 2006).
These estimates are significantly higher than those provided by any other study,
including surveys, causing significant debate. The use of survey methodology is
common in countries without reliable official documentation such as hospital
records. The research team calculates a random representative cluster sample to
become the focal group for the survey. A number of households in a given geographical area are interviewed about their health history. The results are then
extrapolated into regional or national totals using statistical methods and available
estimates with regards to population etc.
When this method is employed in an attempt to identify victims of violence, it
has been noted that new biases could be present. One such concerns the risk of
over-reliance on a biased sample for such comparatively rare events as bombings
or fire fights. As violence is rarely equally distributed throughout a country, or
even a region or city, estimates could be distorted during a conflict. The smaller
the sample, the greater the risk that an extreme observation influences the total
estimates. In the second survey of Iraq, for example, the team visited 1,849 households in 18 different regions of the country. Amongst these, the total of 629 deaths
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was converted into a national estimate (Burnham et al., 2006). Another survey, also
conducted in 2006 and 2007, visited 9,345 households in 1,086 different clusters
in Iraq, and collected information on 1,325 deaths. This produced a more reliable
estimate of 151,000 violent deaths between March 2003 and June 2006, or four
times less than reported estimates by Burnham et al. (IFHS, 2008). Interestingly,
the two surveys only differed around 10 per cent between their estimates of nonviolent deaths, suggesting that it is indeed violent events that are most sensitive
to bias.
One potential explanation is the so-called ‘main street bias’ which can skew survey findings if the people interviewed are only located in the easily accessible areas
of a war zone. These areas also might be subjected to more violent events, especially in a conflict such as Iraq where attacks on patrols, convoys, police stations,
parked cars, road-blocks, cafés, and street-markets were commonplace. Thus, the
survey will capture much reported violence that then is assumed to also be representative for areas of relative peace (Johnson et al., 2007). Using random sampling
should ensure that these effects are minimal; however, this is easier said than done
in a war zone.
As when calculating life expectancy, the results of survey data depend on accurate national data to properly calculate the relationship between the sample and
the total. The estimated number of deaths by two studies on Cambodia under
the Khmer Rouge 1976–79 is illustrative. Both rely primarily on refugee surveys,
however Vickery (1984) suggests that 740,000 people died whereas Kiernan (1996)
estimates approximately 1.5 million. Vickery bases his estimate on an assumed
Cambodian population in 1975 of 7.1 million, while Kiernan claims the population should be 7.9 million. Thus, the quality of estimates from surveys is in part
dependent on having correct information about aspects external to the study itself.
This could lead to some confusion in reporting, especially when trying to identify
deaths of a conflict or deaths caused by small arms. Survey responses from just a
few people or households can be the basis for estimates of hundreds or thousands
of victims for a certain type of violence.
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The method of choice?
All these methods have strengths and weaknesses. The most comprehensive and
accurate assessment of conflict deaths should come from official mortality statistics, however, in many conflict areas government data collection has either broken
down or did not exist in the first place. If statistics are available at all they might
only cover the capital and perhaps areas under government control. Li and Wen
(2005: 487) find in areas of armed conflict ‘a strong selection bias in the mortality
data. Adult mortality data are likely to be missing during the conflict year and the
year immediately following the conflict onset.’ Government statistics must also be
treated with caution as the number of conflict deaths is intensely political and so
can be subject to deliberate over- or under-estimation.
Surveys can provide an accurate assessment of the prevalence of mortality and
morbidity. But they are expensive to organise, require large numbers of trained
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staff and some conflict areas are too dangerous or inaccessible to work in effectively. More importantly, they can suffer from methodological flaws if questions
are not asked properly or if the people surveyed are not representative of the wider
population.
Eyewitness reports are the most prevalent source of information as they are
widely accessible through the media. Press reports are often available from areas
where there are no official statistics and it would be impractical to conduct a survey. Analysis of these documents is also a much more cost-effective means by
which modestly funded research centres can collect data. Moreover, the advent
of the internet and digital archiving of press reports allows a researcher to easily
obtain a very large quantity of data. Unfortunately, reliance on local media can
expose a researcher to its biases. In particular, the varied capacity of reporters to
collect and disseminate correct information on conflict deaths.
Following recent high-profile publications, such as the Human Security Report 2009,
or the discrepancy between mortality estimates and other methods of data collection, there has been an intense debate over the reliability and validity of data on
conflict deaths. In general, coding event-based data (primarily from press reports)
provides lower estimates than mortality studies. Almost all mortality studies focus
on countries where little or no comparative information is available, such as Iraq
or the Democratic Republic of Congo, while the event-based data estimates are
probably best in countries in which there are numerous reporters and local media
sources, such as Israel.
Those comparisons between surveys and event data that have been completed
reveal different results. Benini and Moulton (2004) conducted a community survey
in Afghanistan designed to measure mortality during the 2001 Operation Enduring
Freedom. They find (2004: 417) that the number of deaths identified by the survey
(5,576) was significantly higher than the number identified through analysis of
media reports (the highest estimate found by Benini and Moulton being 3,000
deaths). They also note that surveys capture the number of people wounded,
something rarely reported in press articles. Similarly, Wille and Krause (2005:
246) claim that ‘media reports miss a considerable share of incidents. The degree
of under-reporting appears to depend on the intensity and remoteness of the conflict, increasing as conflict becomes more intense and more remote.’ In contrast,
a study comparing different methods of collecting information on violent deaths
in Kenya asserts that surveys suggest unreasonably high rates, while using press
reports is ‘particularly appropriate to analyse low intensity conflicts’ (Bocquier and
Maupeu, 2005: 342). The differing proportion of deaths by firearms in the eight
conflicts studied by the IISS (cited in Wille and Krause, 2005) and the 16 studies
summarised in Table 4.2 can be due to variations in methodologies and scope
of the studies. It is likely that many casualties – particularly those by landmines
– might not be deemed as newsworthy as those caused by shootings. The proportion of firearm deaths reported by the IISS might, therefore, be exaggerated.
Moreover, as mentioned above, hospital studies that exclude those killed on the
battlefield could suffer from a selection bias. More research is needed to evaluate
the various methods.
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Much better estimates can be produced by historical investigations which assess
the number of fatalities after the conflict has ended. By using a plethora of methodologies, Patrick Ball and others at the Human Rights Data Analysis Group have
participated in 17 different investigations of conflict zones and produced more
reliable estimates of deaths (HRDAG, 2007). However, this approach is time-consuming, expensive, and has only been undertaken for a small sub-set of highly
publicised cases. More importantly, it can only be performed after the conflict has
ended and in countries where it is possible to work openly. It will thus not be able
to inform policy-makers who require up-to-date information on which cases most
urgently require intervention.
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Conclusions
All methodologies can, at best, produce an estimate of fatalities in a conflict. The
mortality data based on birth and death registrations are more reliable but currently rarely available for conflict countries. For small arms research, the registered mortality data, if they exist, provide the most accurate information about
the impact of certain weapons. The media-based datasets that focus on eventcoding are also useful for research on the use of small arms in conflict, but these
rarely include information on other types of violence – such as criminal homicide
– where the use of small arms is most common.
The original global death estimates served their purpose in mobilising opinion. What is required now is to obtain much more accurate indications of conflict deaths and the means of death, so that decision-makers can target the correct resources to the most urgent cases. There is, therefore, a need to develop
cross-methodological approaches which can accurately calculate the number of
people killed in conflict and assess the impact of small arms in conflict countries.
Existing methods should be compared and evaluated with the help of historical
investigations or across cases; one methodology might well present better results
in some settings and another in others. It should also be possible to incorporate
information collected using diverse methods into the same dataset: something that
is easier with the use of low, best, and high estimates. Another approach is the use
of the public health database, a project initiated by Taback and Coupland at the
University of Toronto and the ICRC. It will be possible for people to add events
from media or eyewitness reports to the database. There are obvious limitations with over-reliance on such a source since there will be less control over the
consistency of definitions across cases and ‘manipulated figures’, but it could still
provide a useful indicator as it includes details about actors, victims, context, and
effects.
The ability to produce case-specific and global information has improved
due to an expansion of openly available sources and methodologies. Much has
been gained by having more accurate information about conflicts, particularly in
terms of appropriate resource allocation. Moreover, through the study of detailed
accounts of previous conflicts it might be possible to identify the type of cases that
have the greater risk for extensive destruction or the most potential for peaceful
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resolution, such as ethnic or resource-driven wars. One of the most crucial factors in armed conflicts, regardless of whether these are fought between states or
within states, is the use and misuse of SALW. As the availability of such weapons
undoubtedly influences conflict dynamics, and the existence of conflict creates a
demand for SALW, data collection efforts within the two fields should continue
to cooperate.

Notes
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1 For example, see United Nations Security Council, 2006; Global Issues, 2006; Austria,
2006 (speaking on behalf of the European Union).
2 Personal e-mail communication with Wendy Cukier, 4 November 2008.
3 For a more thorough overview of the theoretical background for different conﬂict datasets, see Eck (2005) or Brzoska (2007a).
4 Conﬂict data from UCDP is also the basis for the armed conﬂict information in the
annual SIPRI Yearbook (since 1987), the Human Security Report (since 2005), and the University of Maryland Peace and Security (since 2007).
5 Examples include Aboutanos and Baker (1997); Coupland and Samnegaard (1999);
Wille and Krause (2005); and Willy et al. (2007).
6 The 1,109 deaths included 51 Hezbollah ﬁghters and the total ﬁgure accords with
approximates of the total death toll from other sources, for example Ploughshares (2007)
estimate that the ﬁghting caused the death of ‘over 1100’ Lebanese.
7 The data on injuries presented in Table 4.2 supports ﬁndings by theorists of the use of
technology in warfare (see Marsh in this volume) who claim that the majority of casualties in civil wars in developing countries are caused by SALW, while governments from
developed countries, i.e. more technologically advanced protagonists, rely upon weapons
such as air strikes, missiles and artillery.
8 Although a study on all mortality in Croatia presented in Table 4.2 indicates that, in
general, gunshot injuries were much more common throughout the war.
9 Johnson et al. cite the Department of the Army Field Manual Fm8–55 Army Medical
Service Planning Guide October 1960.
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Arms and Insurrection: How Opposition Groups Create Military Capability and the 2011
Libyan Civil War

by Nicholas Marsh

Article to be submitted for publication

This article examines the relative importance of arms acquisition in explaining the victory by
opposition forces in the 2011 Libyan civil war. It provides a literature review of existing
research on seven factors thought to be important for building opposition military capacity:
acquiring arms, geography, natural resources, knowledge and training, recruitment, strategy
and external intervention. The article then provides a brief summary of the 2011 war, and of
the military capability of forces loyal to Qaddafi. It next assesses the importance of arms
acquisition. It does so via analysis of a new dataset which uses event data to present the
level of armament among opposition fighters during each month of the war. Evidence for
the importance of the other six factors is then considered. The article identifies arms
acquisition, and knowledge and training, as being necessary conditions for the duration and
outcome of the war; and the Nato‐led air campaign as necessary for its duration. It
concludes with a discussion on generalizability and other similar cases.

1. Introduction
The proliferation of arms obtained from state stocks during the 2011 Libyan civil war was seen by
many observers as providing a key resource for conflict in the region and beyond, and most vividly a
British tabloid newspaper later described Libya as a potential supermarket for terrorists (for that and
other examples see Marsh 2017: 79). In a broader sense, the proliferation of weapons has attained a
high level of global political and media attention, and has been blamed for exacerbating armed
conflict, terrorism and organized crime (for example UNSC 2013b, UNSC 2015, UNSC 2017: 1‐3). Yet
during the conflict reporters often described seeing opposition fighters suffering severe shortages of
weapons, such as some who were seen carrying pre‐Second World War Italian carbines which lacked
ammunition (Chivers 2011). The extent to which vast stocks of arms were freely available in Libya,
and the effect that arms acquisition had on the outcome, intensity and duration of the conflict is
more complex than a supermarket analogy would suggest. This article addresses the question: what
was the relative importance of arms acquisition for the mobilization of a rebel military force that
was to be victorious in the 2011 civil war in Libya?

Many authors have examined individual elements of how an opposition groups create a military
force (see the following literature review). This article is novel in that it compares the various
theories and examines which factors were necessary conditions for the duration and outcome of the
war. Such an assessment of several different theories is best accompanied through using a case
study – in this case on the military success of the anti‐Qaddafi forces in the 2011 civil war in Libya.
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The article first summarizes existing social science theory concerning seven factors that are assumed
to be important to an opposition military force: acquiring arms, geography, natural resources,
knowledge and training, recruitment, strategy and external intervention. Next, the article assesses
the relative importance of arms acquisition, compared to the other factors. In examining the role of
arms acquisition, this article analyses an innovative new temporal dataset on the forms and extent
of armament among opposition fighters during each month of the civil war. As such, this article is
exploratory in nature, and it contributes to the small body of literature on the relationship between
arms and conflict (for example Sislin and Pearson 2001, Bourne 2007).

Military capacity does not, of course, solely determine which side is victorious in a war. Also
important is motivation, and especially willingness of people to take risks and accept losses.
Nevertheless, in Libya in 2011 each side was highly committed, and the stakes were high. Qaddafi
was brutally killed on 20 October 2011 during one of the final battles of the war. Opposition
members could expect a similar fate if Qaddafi had been victorious. Motivation was high on both
sides.

Libya has been chosen as an ‘extreme’ case (Seawright and Gerring 2008: 301‐2). The Libyan
opposition built up their armed forces remarkably quickly and were able to achieve a very rare
military victory within a year (in contrast to other insurgencies, they did not use a protracted period
of guerrilla warfare). To illustrate the unusual success of the Libyan opposition, overall, between
1946 and 2005 opposition groups achieved a military victory in only 9 per cent of all conflict
episodes, and did this within a year in only two examples (Kreutz 2010: 234‐250). A second reason
for choosing the Libyan civil war is that it was one of the most closely reported in recent history.
Ease of access and a close proximity to Europe, coupled with Qaddafi’s notoriety, meant that a large
number of correspondents covered the war from many different locations. This case study could
therefore draw from a large amount of reporting by people who directly witnessed the level of
armament among opposition fighters.

In order to win, an opposition has to create a military force which is more effective than its
opponents’ – their relative military capacity is much more important than the absolute level of
military force. Prior research has shown that wars involving stronger opposition groups are shorter
in duration, even after controlling for variables such as location, resources, terrain, and regime
characteristics (see Buhaug, Gates and Lujala 2009, Cunningham, Gleditsch and Salehyan 2009, and

2

Fearon 2004). The 2011 Libyan civil war can be described as being ‘symmetric non‐conventional’
(Kalyvas 2005, and Kalyvas and Balcells 2010), in that both government and opposition forces fought
openly but were poorly trained, led and equipped.

2. Research on Building Rebel Military Capability
Research on civil war has long focused upon incentives (eg grievances or greed) and opportunities
(eg state strength or resource mobilization) for rebellion, or how the two interact with each other
(for a summary see Bara 2014). Jones (2017: 31), for example, sees a successful insurgency as
needing a combination of local grievances, weak state governance and the ability to mobilize
adequate resources. This article focuses upon resource mobilization, and briefly touches upon
grievances or state governance.

Within the literature on resource mobilization there two different positions. The first is that the level
popular support and financing can adequately explain resource mobilization. For example, in the
book Rebel Power, Krause (2017: 42, 70‐73) lists three denominators which he claims capture the
strength of all opposition organizations: “members, wealth, and popular support”; and he explicitly
excludes other forms of resources such as arms (2017: 353). Such a point of view implicitly assumes
that resources are fungible (Hazen 2013: 6‐15), perhaps that as in a typical peacetime market
economy resources can easily be traded for money, or for each other.

The second position is that resources aren’t easily substitutable and are usually scarce (see Bara
2017, Hazen 2013, Marsh 2007), and so rebels have to develop specialized means to obtain them.
Furthermore, some authors have also argued that the successful creation of a military force can be
somewhat independent of popular support. For example, Paul et al (2013) find that what they term
‘tangible support’ – the provision of weapons, material, funding, intelligence and sanctuary – was
distinct from popular support. Tangible support could come from the population and so would
correspond with popular support. But where the two did not match, military victory “followed
tangible support” (2013:xxiv). Similarly, when writing about African insurgencies, Young (1996)
states that in most African civil wars there had been little or no genuine popular support for either
government or insurgents – victory then is matter of who can bring most military force to bear and
capture the capital.

The remainder of this section provides a literature review which summarises prior research on
factors which have been assumed to be important to creating an opposition military force: acquiring

3

arms; the structural factors of geography, and natural resources; finally the dynamic factors of
knowledge and training, mobilization and recruitment, strategy, and external intervention.

Acquiring arms and military equipment
Arms and other specifically military equipment are assumed by some authors to be conflict or
violence ‘specific capital’ (see Bara 2017: 5‐6; Collier et al 2003: 88; Collier and Hoeffler 2004: 569;
Marsh 2007). As such, weapons are both essential for an insurgency and can’t easily be substituted
for another resource (Buscemi 2019; Marsh 2007). The ease by which arms can be illicitly obtained is
frequently exaggerated (Bourne 2007: 34‐39; Jackson 2010: 133‐137; Marsh 2015). Bourne (2007;
2012) shows that groups will invest considerable effort into setting up regional supply networks to
obtain arms and try to diversify sources of supply. External supplies from a state sponsor can be the
most significant source or weapons (Bourne 2007: 207‐212) and transfers of major conventional
weapons to rebel groups leads to deadlier conflicts (Moore 2012: 343). Another key source of
supply is from capturing government stocks (Jackson 2010, Marsh 2007). Sislin and Pearson (2001:
80‐116) find that prior access to significant stocks of arms is associated with conflict initiation, and
arms acquisition, particularly of major weapons, is associated with conflict escalation; however they
mention examples of both by poorly armed rebel groups and conclude that arms acquisition is not a
necessary condition for initiation or escalation.

Geography
Geography has long been assumed to influence military strategy (for a short summary see Buhaug
and Gates 2012: 417‐9). Research has shown that, unsurprisingly, secessionist and ethnically distinct
opposition groups tend to fight near a state’s borders (Buhaug and Gates 2002: 428‐30), whereas
attempts to take over the state focus upon the capital city (Buhaug and Rød 2006: 325‐31).
Hinterlands, especially if they are forested or mountainous, are assumed to offer defensive
advantages to opposition fighters (Buhaug and Rød 2006: 316‐9). Rebel forces will fight in the
hinterlands when they are weak, and move the fighting near to the capital when they are strong
enough to challenge government troops Buhaug (2010).

Natural resources
Extracting and selling natural resources offers one way by which an opposition group can obtain
funds. Finance in itself provides very little (one can’t shoot diamonds or dollar bills), but it is
assumed to be a pre‐requisite to paying recruits and buying arms and other material.
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Scholars have focused upon the prospect of exploiting natural resources as being a motive for
rebellion (for example Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Collier, Hoeffer and Soderbom 2004), or
alternatively that natural resources provide an opportunity to finance a rebellion (for example see
Humphreys 2005, Lujala 2010, Ross 2004, Ross 2006). Some authors have linked the availability of
natural resources to civil wars with longer duration, with finance assumed to have facilitated a
stronger opposition military capacity (Fearon 2004; Buhaug, Gates, and Lujala 2009; and Ljulia 2010).
In contrast, Ross (2006) finds no significant relationship between the presence of resources and civil
war duration, and Humphreys (2005: 535) finds “evidence that natural resource conflicts are more
likely to end quickly and are more likely to end with military victory for one side rather than with a
negotiated settlement.” Something Humphreys (2005) suggests is due to the presence of resources
strengthening the government side, weakening rebel control over personnel and prompting outside
powers to take an interest in the conflict and intervene to support one side.

Knowledge and Training
As important as the number of combatants or the military technology they wield is the level of skill
with which they operate (Biddle 2004). For Huntington (1957: 11‐15) becoming a professional in the
military meant acquiring specific skills in the ‘management of violence’ concerning the organization,
planning and direction of operations. Raw recruits may be motivated to fight, but they will likely be
ineffective compared to fighters with combat skills (see for example Bara 2018: 6‐7, Jackson 2010:
140‐141, Weinstein 2006: 8‐9). In civil wars taking place in developing countries, both government
and rebel forces may all display low levels of skill and training (Kalyvas and Balcells 2010).

Mobilization and Recruitment
Mobilization and recruitment strategies have been important strategies used by opposition leaders,
(see Buhaug, 2006; Kalyvas and Kocher 2007; Weinstein 2005). For Mao, Guevara and other Marxist
inspired revolutionaries, the revolutionary war would be a drawn out process due to the need to
spend a long time raising the political consciousness of the population in order to attract recruits
and cadres. There are other motivations besides class struggle, such as a desire for riches and rent
seeking (Collier and Hoeffler 2004). Ethnic fractionalization is associated with separatist conflicts,
with diverse societies being more at risk (Buhaug 2006). However, more ethnically homogeneous
countries are, overall, more prone to civil war (Fearon and Laitin 2003; Lacina 2006: 285‐7), possibly
because homogeneity means that more people can be mobilized to fight. Armed groups may also
use coercive recruitment, including of children (Eck 2014).
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Strategy
The strategy chosen and pursued by the opposition group’s leadership influences its success or
failure. Arreguín‐Toft (2005) finds that the interaction between choices of overall strategy by the
state and rebels explains general patterns of victory or defeat in asymmetric conflict between 1800
and 1999. The objectives of an armed group need to be understood as a combination of the desires
of the wider social movement on whose behalf it fights, and the more limited goals specific to the
group its self, such as ensuring the survival of its members and obtaining new recruits (Krause 2013).
The strategy chosen concerns: when, or if at all, to initiate the use violence; how the insurgency is
organized, eg via a hierarchy or decentralization (Johnston 2008; Jones 2017: 83‐113); whether to
adopt a guerrilla or conventional strategy (Jones 2017: 43‐47); and whether to escalate (or de‐
escalate) the intensity of violence. One choice for a rebel group is whether or not to follow the
classic Marxist insurgent strategy as described by Mao or Guevara of a protracted war in which a
small group of revolutionaries builds popular support through armed confrontation with
government forces (and using the government as the key source of arms), for a description see
Bowyer‐Bell (1998), Joes (1996), Marks (1996), O’Neill (1990), Rice (1988) and Taber (1971).

External intervention
There is a large body of research on intervention by outside parties in wars (for an overview see
Aydin 2012, especially pp. 123‐141). Interventions can take many forms, and often involve providing
supplies, training, cross‐border sanctuary, financing and most dramatically the direct deployment of
combat forces (Aydin 2012: 20‐24; Regan 2002: 6‐10). Balch Lindsay, Enterline and Joyce (2008: 345)
find that outside intervention “can be decisive in the evolution of civil wars” and concerning
outcome, that third party intervention increases the likelihood of an opposition military victory or
that the war will rapidly end in a negotiated settlement, and decreases the likelihood of a
government victory (2008: 356). Nevertheless, intervention in general does not reduce the duration
of civil wars (Balch Lindsay, Enterline and Joyce 2008, Regan 2002). If intervention bolsters a weaker
party then the duration of the conflict may be prolonged.

The prerequisites for creating a military force in Libya
To recap, this article examines the relative importance of acquiring arms, compared to the other
factors mentioned above, in creating an opposition military force in Libya during 2011. In doing so
the article will consider the two contrasting positions mentioned at the start of this section –
whether examining financing and popular support is adequate to explain other aspects of resource
mobilization, or whether the other factors had a significant independent effect upon the duration
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and outcome of the war. If factors such as arms, external intervention, geography, strategy and
training are found to have had a significant effect outwith financing and popular support, the article
will consider their relative importance (so as to assess the relative importance of arms acquisition).
Specifically, the following sections will consider whether:
‐

acquiring arms was a vital component of the opposition’s military success;

‐

the opposition used marginal areas such as deserts or mountains in order to gain a local
military advantage;

‐

the opposition used natural resources to finance building their military force;

‐

it was essential to obtain military skills and knowledge;

‐

opposition leaders used a mobilization and recruitment strategy;

‐

opposition leaders decided upon a strategy, and whether it was appropriate;

‐

external intervention in the form of the NATO‐led air campaign played a decisive role.

The course of the 2011 war is outlined in the next section, and after that following sections consider
the strength of the forces loyal to Qaddafi, and the relative importance of the seven factors outlined
above in creating an opposition military force.

3. The course of the 2011 civil war in Libya
Figure 1 Major towns and cities in Libya
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Armed conflict was initiated during 16‐22 February. Large anti‐Qaddafi demonstrations occurred in
most of Libya’s urban centres – including Tripoli, Benghazi, Zawiya, Zintan, Tobruk and Misruata.
They were influenced by events in Tunisia where the government had fallen on 14 January, and in
Egypt where President Hosni Mubarak resigned on 11 February (Brahimi 2011: 606, ICG 2011: 3).
The demonstrations quickly became violent, as government forces fired live ammunition and
protestors fought back and took control of the cities by the end of the first week. In central Libya
Misrata was partly under opposition control and surrounded by pro‐Qaddafi forces. Protests in
Tripoli, the capital city, were not as large as in other cities, and the area around Sirte which was the
location of Qaddafi’s clan remained in government control.

After 23 February the Qaddafi regime re‐grouped and counter‐attacked opposition held towns and
cities in the west of Libya, secured its hold on Tripoli, and regime forces re‐captured Sabratha and
Zawiyah (the latter on 10 March after heavy fighting). The cities of Misrata, Zintan, and other towns
in the Nafusa Mountains were besieged. In the east of Libya, Qaddafi regime forces took back towns
on the bay of Sirte – Ajdabiya, Brega, Ras Lanouf and Bin Jawwad – and by 17 March those forces
fought their way to the outskirts of Benghazi (opposition capital and Libya’s second largest city).

Qaddafi’s long history of support for terrorism, supplying arms to proxies and use of military force
against neighbours had soured relations with many states (for a summary see Hansen and Marsh
2014: 271‐273; de Waal 365‐367). The prospect of fighting in the city of Benghazi led to UN Security
Council resolution 1973 of 17 March which authorised member states to use military force to
protect civilians in Libya. The League of Arab States also suspended Libya from its Council meetings
and backed calls for a UN Security Council mandated no‐fly zone over Libya; and its Secretary
General condemned the repression of protests against Qaddafi (Galal 2011). Some Arab leaders used
the 2011 ‘Arab sprig’ to encourage the ouster of other leaders, and the ‘erratic’ Qaddafi was a prime
candidate to be removed (Hilsum 2012: 206). In addition, Qatar wished to show that it could use its
oil wealth to play a decisive role in the MENA region (Hilsum 2012: 205).

On 19 March NATO air strikes began (see below), and with their aid opposition forces quickly
expelled regime troops from the outside of Benghazi, and after two weeks the front line stabilized at
Ajdabiya. Misruata remained under siege until August. The opposition forces made slow gains in the
Nafusa Mountains. The siege of the area was broken with the taking of the border crossing to Tunisia
at Wazen on 20 April, and a munitions depot at Ga’a was raided on 28 June. By June many
commentators spoke of the war having reached a stalemate (for example Applebaum 2011). The
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NATO air strikes prevented Qaddafi regime forces from making any further territorial gains.
However, the opposition’s advances in the mountains were limited to a few villages. On 6 August
hundreds of opposition fighters staged their first attack outside the mountains and took the town of
Bir al‐Ghanam. Seven days later opposition fighters made simultaneous attacks against Zawiyah,
Sabratha and Gharyan. They were all taken, and Zawiyah was back under opposition control again by
20 August. An immediate opposition advance on Tripoli occurred simultaneously with an armed
uprising in the capital. Tripoli was in opposition hands in just over a week, on 28 August.

After the fall of Tripoli several areas remained outside opposition control. The following three weeks
involved continuing fighting, and Bini Walid, Sirt and Sabha were recaptured by 20 October (the day
that Qaddafi was killed). On 23 October the National Transitional Council (NTC) declared that the
country had been liberated.

4. The Qaddafi regime’s military capacity
Qaddafi hoped to forestall the risk of a coup by keeping the regular armed forces weak and
establishing rival militias (see Bassiouni 2014: 127‐133; and Sörenson and Damidez 2014: 156‐158).
This ‘coup‐proofing’ strategy meant that prior to 2011 the Libyan regular armed forces were
relatively small, ill‐trained and under resourced. In addition to the regular armed forces there were
four other armed militias or paramilitary organizations; and within the regular army a distinct
Revolutionary Guard was tasked with ensuring loyalty to the regime (see UNHRC 2011: 26‐28). The
mandates and lines of reporting of these organizations were kept vague, with all operating through
direct orders from Qaddafi (UNHRC 2011: 28). In addition, the regular armed forces were poorly led
and trained. Individuals were given command on the basis of their perceived loyalty rather than
merit, Qaddafi’s sons were given command of the most important units, and officers were
frequently rotated between units and forbade training (Bassiouni 2014: 131‐132; Sörenson and
Damidez 2014: 157).

Libya possessed far more equipment than its armed forces could easily use. Qaddafi planned a
‘people’s war’ strategy in which loyal parts of the population were to be armed in the event of a war
(for examples during the 2011 war see Gopal 2011, Schemm and Mroue 2011). In 2010 the Libyan
armed forces were estimated as having 76 000 regular personnel in all services (50 000 in the army,
8 000 in the navy and 18 000 in the air force) (IISS 2010: 262‐263). For their size, the Libyan armed
forces had a very large amount of ageing equipment. Libya possessed an estimated 2 205 tanks (half
of which were 1950s era Soviet T54/55 models); 1 000 BMP armoured vehicles; 2 421 artillery pieces

9

and 490 anti‐aircraft cannon (IISS 2010: 262‐263). One expert assessment is that between 400,000
and one million firearms (mostly Kalashnikovs) were under government control at the start of the
war (Karp 2015). There were severe problems with maintenance of this huge arsenal, and also with
logistics and combat support (Sörenson and Damidez 2014: 157). Some units commanded by
Qaddafi’s sons were reported to be better equipped and trained, in particular the 32nd Brigade
commanded by Qaddafi’s son Khamis.

From that already low level, the effectiveness of the Libyan armed forces declined after the start of
the war as it was degraded by NATO airstrikes, desertion and defection to the opposition. Vira and
Cordesman (2011: 21) note reports that during the war one general had been jailed and eight others
had fled the country; and that in June 2011 the Libyan army was thought to be at about 20 per cent
of its pre‐war capacity. Qaddafi relied upon a few elite units (especially the 32nd ‘Khamis’ brigade)
paramilitary units, and fighters recruited from abroad.

Concerning military capacity the Libyan opposition needed to reach a relatively low threshold. The
Qaddafi loyalist forces had a lot of ageing equipment but were badly trained and organized. How the
opposition successfully created a military force is outlined in the next section.

5. How the Libyan opposition developed a military capability

This section examines the extent to which the seven factors identified in Section 2 were actually
important to how the opposition movement created a military force which was capable of achieving
victory within a year.

Acquiring arms
In Libya during the first phase of the war, there were more recruits willing to fight than there were
military style weapons to equip them. In order to turn them into combatant those recruits needed
to be armed. For example, McQuinn states that (2012: 46) “the initial number of fighters in Misrata
was limited by the availability of small arms”.

The were two main sources of weapons. The most important was capture from government stocks.
By the end of the first week of fighting demonstrators in the East of Libya had, partly due to a
collapse in government forces’ morale, overrun police stations and military bases near Benghazi,
Bayda, Derna and Tobruk. They obtained large quantities of ageing military equipment, in particular
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Kalashnikovs, anti‐aircraft cannon, grenades, mortars, recoilless guns and rocket pods for helicopters
(Chivers 2011b, Hill 2011, Fadel and Sly 2011, Schemm 2011, Schemm and Michael 2011). Later
advances in Eastern Libya involved capture of further arms stocks. In other areas outside Eastern
Libya that remained in opposition hands after the first week (eg Misruata, Zawiyah and Zintan)
opposition fighters had acquired weapons from smaller bases and deserting or defecting troops.

A secondary source of arms was form external supplies. France and Qatar openly admitted supplying
weapons (Gélie 2011; CNN 2011a). Arms were also sent by Sudan (de Waal 2013: 375‐378; UNSC
2013b 22), and the United Arab Emirates (UNSC 2013b: 19‐22), and may have been transferred by
Egypt and Italy (UNSC 2012: 21‐26; Hooper 2011). Arms supplies by Qatar were most significant
(Dickinson 2015), though the exact extent of its deliveries are difficult to assess. At the end of May
2011 it was described as having flown C‐17 cargo planes loaded with arms to Benghazi "almost on a
daily basis." (Robinson 2011); and another report states that Qatar flew “at least 18 weapons
shipments” during the war “filled with assault rifles, rocket‐propelled grenade launchers and other
small arms, as well as military uniforms and vehicles” (Dagher, Levinson and Coker 2011). The French
air delivered supplies were said to include 36 tonnes of equipment which included assault rifles,
rocket launchers, machineguns, MILAN anti‐tank systems, ammunition (Gélie 2011; Jolly and Fahim
2011). The external arms supplies may have been a minority of the arms obtained by the
opposition, but some of them had a decisive effect. Supplies by France and Qatar were sent to
opposition groups in the Nafusa Mountains and explain in part how forces based there were able to
expand their forces during June and July, which then attacked north to Tripoli in August (Hilsum
2012: 219).

The importance of arms acquisition can be seen in the changing extent to which opposition
members were armed during the course of 2011 (see also Strazzari and Tholens 2014: 346‐350).
Overall, even after appropriating weapons from government stocks, during the first weeks of the
war there was an acute shortage of arms – which meant that a lack of weapons limited the number
of people who could effectively fight as combatants. Later arms supplies improved as opposition
groups captured more government stockpiles and received external supplies. This improvement in
armament coincided with the opposition capture of Tripoli and other Qaddafi‐held areas during the
final phases of the war. The following paragraphs and figures examine the course of arms acquisition
in greater detail.
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Before the start of the war weapons in civilian hands were scarce (Mansor and Bodalal 2015), and
the Libyan opposition started out in the first few days of the uprising armed with improvised
weapons (such as knives, petrol bombs or bricks), a few civilian firearms (such as shotguns or
hunting rifles), firearms appropriated from police stations, and weapons carried by defecting soldiers
(for example see Al‐Shalchi 2011, Carey 2011, Schemm and Michael 2011, Walt 2011). The following
figures illustrate the increasing extent of armament among opposition fighters from the start to the
end of the 2011war. They show that the quantity and quality of arms improved throughout the
course of the war.

Figures 1 and 2 are based upon an analysis of 424 media reports by journalists who witnessed the
fighting. From these I extracted 1 633 observations of the armament of opposition forces.1 Reporters
consistently highlighted a lack of weapons as being a feature of the opposition during February to
August 2011. For example, in mid‐March some of the defenders of Zintan were described by a
reporter (AFP 2011), "Where I am there are around 15 guys with five Kalashnikovs, an Italian rifle
and three old shotguns." After August the emphasis changed very much, after very large arms
depots located around Tripoli and Sirte were captured and reporters expressed concern at the
proliferation of weapons in Libya.

Figure 2 Proportion of observations of armament per month during 2011

1

A dataset was created containing information on weapons used by opposition forces in Libya. It covers 424
sources published during the period 19 February to 7 November 2011. The sources were located via searches
of global media, including the NISAT document archive (located at http://nisat.prio.org/Document‐Library/),
Factiva and via Google. The sources selected were those in which the author had personally witnessed events
in Libya or had interviewed primary sources. Care was taken to exclude hearsay and articles which merely
reproduced information published elsewhere. The dataset contains information on the date of the
observation, location, type of acquisition, origin of weapons acquired, quantity acquired, prices paid, type of
weapon, general availability of weapon as observed, level of training observed, and details of the publication.
It contains 1634 rows containing separate observations. Use of media reports involves the possibility of bias.
Reporters may be limited to areas that are easy to travel to. They may also be likely to report events that they
find to be remarkable rather than mundane. Bias is though likely to be limited as a wide variety of sources
were used and most of the fighting took place in a small geographic area near the coast.
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Figure 2 illustrates how opposition fighters had to cope with a lack of arms up until the end of the
war. The category ‘Only improvised’ refers to observations in which fighters, or groups, are only
armed with improvised weapons (such as knives or petrol bombs). A ‘dearth’ concerns instances in
which firearms are present but in very limited numbers (for example one gun for a group of ten).
‘Limited’ armament concerns instances in which there are not enough arms or ammunition to equip
a group of fighters (for example if a group of ten had six firearms, or a combatant had a Kalashnikov
but only a few rounds of ammunition). ‘Insufficient’ concerns instances which the journalist reported
that lack of arms or ammunition had a detrimental effect on the battlefield (for example if a group
had to withdraw because they ran out of ammunition). ‘Adequate’ armament means that the
available weapons were sufficient for the task in hand. Finally, ‘abundant’ supplies occurred when
there were more weapons available than potential combatants (this mainly occurred at the end of
the conflict after the opposition captured large stockpiles of arms located in and around Tripoli and
Sirte). Various reporters could note both ‘abundant’ and ‘insufficient’ armament in the later months
of the war because units operating in different parts of Libya experienced different local availability
of arms.

Figure 2 shows that there was an improvement in the armament of the opposition combatants over
the course of the war. Reports of units or individuals only armed with improvised weapons, or a
dearth of weapons, decline and are not present by August. Abundant supplies are regularly reported
form July onwards, as opposition members captured more stockpiles as they advanced. Until August
a majority of the reports are of insufficient or limited armament.
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Figure 3 examines the improvement in armament in more detail. It compares reports of use of
civilian firearms and improvised weapons with firearms made to military a specification (such as
assault rifles or machineguns). In February, during the initial phases of the war, the majority of
observations were of improvised weapons (such as kitchen knives) or of pistols or sporting guns
(firearms with limited military utility). Observations of improvised weapons decline until September.

Figure 3: proportion of observations of types of personal weapons
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Figures 2 and 3 show that in terms of the balance in reported armament, the Libyan opposition
became much better armed as the war progressed. Overall, the acquisition of weapons from Libyan
government stocks was an essential element of how the opposition created a military force. The
effect of the lack of military style arms was that there were more recruits than could be given the
weapons and ammunition they needed to be able to fight effectively against forces loyal to Qaddafi
(who didn’t face similar shortages). Lack of arms limited the size and evocativeness of the opposition
military force.

Geography
In general, geography was not an important part of how the Libyan opposition created a military
force. It wasn’t initially based in marginal areas far from the capital. Instead, most of the fighting was
focused in urban areas which were on the coastal plain and linked by road to the capital. The city of
Misruata saw some of the fiercest fighting, and it was located only about 190 kilometres from
Tripoli. Government bases and towns which were located in the deserts of central and southern
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Libya were largely ignored by opposition fighters until the last weeks of the conflict. Air strikes in
those regions were to attack arms depots or isolated units as NATO assisted in mopping up forces
loyal to Qaddafi at the end of the conflict.

There are two exceptions to this lack of importance of geography. First, is the fighting which
occurred in the Nafusa Mountains located about 150 kilometres to the south west of Tripoli. After
Qaddafi forces re‐captured the opposition held towns located to the west and south of Tripoli
(particularly Zawiyah and Garyan) they attempted to take the mountain towns of Zintan and Nalut,
but failed; opting instead for a siege and long range bombardment. The defensive victory in February
and March by the few and lightly armed fighters in the mountain towns of Zintan and Nalut can be
explained in part by the defensive opportunities offered by the mountains. Second, the opposition
held towns Zintan and Nalut benefitted from being close to re‐supply routes. After opposition forces
in the Nafusa Mountains captured a border post they were able to obtain arms and other equipment
by road from Tunisia.

In sum, most of the fighting did not take place in the mountains or other marginal areas. Geography
did though play an important role in the Nafusa mountains where it provided defensive and supply
opportunities for fighters who would later advance north against Tripoli.

Natural resources and finance
Oil and gas are available in great abundance in Libya, but they did not directly play a decisive role in
the development of opposition military capacity. Within a week of the uprising oil production was
shut down as foreign companies pulled out expatriate staff and shut down operations; and the
abrupt loss of Libyan production caused a spike in world oil prices (Lawler and Sisto 2011;
Hargreaves 2011). Libyan oil extraction was also halted due to damage during the fighting, especially
due to the loss of electrical power needed to operate pumps (England and Blass 2011). UN and EU
sanctions, and active patrolling by NATO air and sea forces, prevented the Qaddafi regime from
exporting oil and gas, and the national oil company’s foreign assets were frozen. After retaking the
city Qaddafi kept the refinery at Zawiyah operating, but that was to provide fuel for his forces and
supporters rather than for export (Krauss 2011).

During the conflict the opposition forces did not find it easy to sell oil or petroleum products
produced by Libya’s refineries. The main oil terminals were located in Ajdabiya, Brega, Ras Lanouf,
Tobruq and Zawiyah. All but the terminal in Tobruq were located in areas where there had been
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heavy fighting or were under control of the Qaddafi regime for most of the war. In April 2011 a deal
was struck to sell tanker full of oil from Tobruq. However, the shipment was not delivered and the
tanker and its cargo were “caught in a legal and political limbo created by international sanctions on
Libya” (Farge 2011). The shipment was reported to finally be delivered to a US customer in June
2011 for an undisclosed sum (Crawford 2011).

Instead of relying upon natural resources the Transitional National Council used Libya’s foreign
assets which had been frozen in accordance with the UN sanctions (Krauss and Nordland 2011). In
July 2011 the US government agreed to unfreeze some USD 30 billion in Libyan assets, though
almost all of it was invested in property and couldn’t immediately be used (Arsu and Erlanger 2011).
France, Italy and Qatar agreed in June 2011 to make loans to the NTC worth hundreds of millions of
dollars backed by Libya’s foreign assets (Quinn and Graff 2011). Germany also made a loan of EUR
100 million in July 2011 that could only be used for "civilian and humanitarian purposes" (CNN
2011b). Despite these promises, in August 2011 the Benghazi based TNC government was described
as being ‘cash strapped’ and that the “rebels’ finances are precarious and overstretched. The TFM
has taken out $155m in loans, overseen by an international board to ensure transparency. About
$120m is earmarked for diesel to keep power cuts in the rebel‐held areas to a minimum.” (Kerr
2011).

To summarise this section, selling oil and gas did not play an important role in financing the creating
of the opposition military force. Natural resources played an indirect role via Libya’s foreign assets
which were used to finance the TNC. However, this financing did not play an important role in the
military campaign because (as is shown below) arms and equipment were mainly obtained for free,
and fighters were motivated without the prospect of high salaries.

Knowledge and Training
Training was an important component of how the opposition built a military force. During the first
months of the war, opposition units in the east of Libya were frequently described as having very
limited military skills (Chivers 2011a). For example, even when being attacked units near Benghazi
massed large numbers of personnel in the open, and failed to use cover, dig entrenchments or use
bunkers or berms to protect themselves (Borghard and Pischedda 2012: 67‐8). In some areas the
opposition learnt infantry fighting techniques. Chivers (2011a) notes that in Misrata during April
fighters did construct effective defences – using earth‐moving equipment to build barricades and
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steep obstacles. Hilsum (2012: 220) describes how the combatants in the Nafusa mountains became
more professional as fighters from different bands learnt to coordinate with each other and NATO‐
led aircraft.

An analysis of media reports from the fighting (see above) identified 40 instances in which
opposition combatants were described as having had no training, and 19 in which training was poor.
These reports occurred throughout the war but the greatest number, 17 and 10 respectively, were
published in March, near the start of the war. The lack of training had an effect upon military
capability. The news articles analyzed included 13 reports of opposition fighters being disorganized
and 26 reports of indiscipline – ranging from wasting ammunition in celebratory gunfire through to
abusing prisoners. Again, the greatest number took place in March.

News reports contained descriptions of 37 instances of opposition fighters receiving training. This
was often short and focused upon how to use weapons with the trainers usually described as being
former Libyan army personnel. The opposition also adapted civilian skills to military use. Especially in
the large urban areas mechanics and engineers repaired, constructed and customized weapons.
Reporters noted that opposition personnel learnt from the experience of battle: after months of
fighting people had changed from being raw recruits to hardened veterans.

Training was also an aspect of the external support. In line with its supplies of arms (see above),
Qatar provided most of the personnel involved in training. The Qatari armed forces chief of staff
stated that hundreds of Qataris were on the ground in Libya providing training, instruction and
communications with NATO (Black 2011), and Qatar officially stated that it had sent personnel to
provide “military consultations to the revolutionaries” (UNSC 2012: 25). Smaller teams were
reported by France, Egypt, Italy, Jordan, the UAE and the UK (Hilsum 2012: 220; UNSC 2012: 21‐23).
French special forces provided training on how to use French delivered arms (Hilsum 2012: 220).

Mobilization and recruitment
In Libya, the opposition did not have to undertake a deliberate mobilization strategy – neither
through raising the political consciousness of the population (as would be advocated by Mao), nor
through offering financial incentives to recruits. Instead, much of the Libyan population had been
disaffected with the Qaddafi regime for many years (ICG 2011: 2), and during the initial phases of
the conflict they took to the streets without an organized effort to mobilize them.
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Popular support was responsible for both the number of people motivated to fight and those who
provided support. In the East, after the protestors took control of towns and cities they organised
committees designed to manage the urban areas and support people at the front lines. For example,
a 31 March news article noted that in a school in Benghazi some 100 women had gathered to
“organize the collection of food and pack meals for fighters at the front.” (IRIN 2011).

Ethnic and regional cleavages were relevant to mobilization and support on both sides. In particular
the Amazigh or Berber population located in the North West of Libya (particularly the Nafusa
Mountains) were noted for their opposition to the Qaddafi regime during the war. The majority of
Libya’s population is ethnically Arabic but clan based. Members of Qaddafi’s clan (the al‐Qaddadfa
based in and around Sirte) and the allied al‐Magariha and al‐Warfalla clans were most loyal to the
regime, having been long term beneficiaries of patronage. Eastern Libya viewed itself as culturally
distinct from the capital and other areas which support Qaddafi (at least in the initial phases of the
conflict) (Brahimi 2011: 619, Sly 2011).

To sum up, the opposition started the war with enough popular support to set up its own
governance structures in the East of Libya, send recruits to fight, and provide material support for
those fighters. It didn’t need to use an organized strategy to mobilize or recruit fighters and a wider
network of supporters.

Strategy
In many crucial ways, the opposition’s success wasn’t due to a decision to use a certain strategy. The
use of armed force by both sides was initiated almost simultaneously over a few days in most of
Libya’s urban areas. The speed by which government security forces crumbled and demonstrators
were able to take over military bases could not have been anticipated in advance. The early success
of the armed opposition meant that it did not face a choice between a guerrilla or conventional
strategy – it held cities and needed to defend their populations from Qaddafi’s reaction. External
involvement was also something that could not have been relied upon by the opposition leadership.
In March 2011, Russia and China abstained in the Security Council vote and so did not veto the
resolution which allowed air‐strikes. Russia has taken a very different role in the civil war in Syria.

The NATO air campaign
The NATO air strikes had an important effect upon the course of the civil war. It was significant and
conducted “over 26,500 sorties” including over 9,700 strike sorties (NATO 2011). The most decisive
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accomplishment was ensuring that the opposition survived Qaddifi’s March 2011 offensive against
Benghazi (Hilsum 2012: 211; Muller 2015). The campaign provided time for the opposition to
organize, equip and train its armed forces (Borghard and Pischedda 2012: 64). Finally, the air strikes
both directly attrited units loyal to Qaddafi and inhibited their ability to move and concentrate, thus
making them easier to be defeated by opposition ground forces. To evade airstrikes units loyal to
Qaddafi “dispersed into smaller formations and attempted to blend into the civilian population”
(Vira and Cordesman 2011: 18). Doing so reduced both their vulnerability and their combat
effectiveness.

The air campaign was particularly important during the period 6‐28 August, when opposition fighters
attacked north and re‐took Zawiyah and then took Tripoli. During that period air strikes were
focused around Tripoli and its environs, with attacks also taking place at the front line at Brega and
against targets around Sirte which was a held by forces loyal to Qaddafi. The air campaign also
enforced the no‐fly zone, which successfully prevented forces loyal to Qaddafi from using their
aircraft.

The NATO air campaign was not, though, solely responsible for the opposition’s victory. As Mueller
notes in his assessment of the role of air power in the Libyan war, “This was by no means an
airpower‐only story. NATO and partner airpower worked in concert with rebel forces on the ground
to drive Qaddafi’s forces back and finally break their resistance.” (2015: 382). Rules of engagement
designed to prevent civilian casualties meant that regime forces could evade attack – for example by
stationing units and munitions in residential areas and using civilian vehicles for transport.
Moreover, the drawback of all air power is that it cannot be used on its own to take and hold
territory. Taking Tripoli and the rest of the regime held areas involved some hard fighting by
opposition troops.

To sum up, the air campaign explains why the opposition victory occurred so quickly. Forces loyal to
Qaddafi were weakened and immobilized, and he was prevented from using his air force. However,
the opposition fighters actually fought on the ground and took territory. The victory could not have
occurred without them.

Interactions
There were important interactions between some of the elements outlined in this article. The pre‐
war Libyan government policy of having a weak army and large dispersed arms stockpiles to be used
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in a ‘people’s war’ meant that Libyan armed forces lacked coercive power, and dispersed arms
stocks meant that weapons were immediately available to opposition fighters in the east of Libya.

The most effective fighters needed both munitions and skills. In Misrata, better skilled fighters
prevented the city from falling, and that bought enough time to allow arms to be shipped in from
Benghazi and elsewhere (which further bolstered the defence of the city).

The Libyan opposition had a far more benign international environment than is experienced by most
groups fighting in civil wars. External powers bolstered the opposition’s military strength via
provision of arms and training, and weakened the Qaddafi regime through the air campaign and an
embargo. NATO led naval forces actively enforced the arms and oil embargo directed at the Qaddafi
regime (NATO 2011). Finally, the regional context, specifically the ‘Arab Spring’, likely both
emboldened people to take action within Libya, and also encouraged outside states to intervene.
The war in Libya was not an isolated conflict, but it seemed at the time to be part of a wave of
revolutions that were remaking the region. This provided hope to people within Libya, and raised the
stakes for governments elsewhere.

6. Conclusions
To recap, this article aims to assess the relative importance of arms acquisition. Fighting in Libya
during 2011 conformed to Kalyvas and Balcells (2010) description of a ‘symmetric non‐conventional’
war in which all sides are poorly led, trained and equipped. For that reason, arms acquisition played
the most important role in the war, and can be described as a necessary condition for its duration
and outcome. Someone could become a relatively effective combatant through the acquisition of a
weapon. Qaddafi was able to recapture those cities, such as Zawiyah, where the opposition faced
shortages of arms and ultimately ran out of ammunition. External supplies to the units fighting in the
west of Libya were essential to the fighting in July and August that led to the fall of Tripoli.

The means of arms acquisition may well have influenced the character of the insurgency. Both
during and after the 2011 war Libya has been characterized by the presence of numerous different
armed groups. Easy acquisition of arms from government depots, and from several different
external sources, has been associated with a fractured insurgency in which there is a low threshold
for starting a new armed group (Marsh 2017). Strazzari and Tholens (2014: 343) find that as
weapons became more available in Libya “a process of fragmentation occurred, hindering efforts to
build mechanisms that would allow control of the direction of the revolutionary armed movement”.
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The second most important factor was training, and learning through experience. In doing so the
opposition improved the effectiveness of its combatants. The opposition did not require as much
training as might be found in, for example, a NATO armed force as it was fighting against a poorly
trained adversary. Even so, the opposition had to learn how to fight, and that was also a necessary
condition for the victory in under a year.

Third, the air campaign degraded the forces loyal to Qaddafi, prevented use of his air force, and
inhibited movement and concentration of his forces. By August 2011 the NATO air patrols had
effectively become the Libyan opposition’s air force. This force does not, in itself, explain the
outcome of the war, as the opposition still had to fight on the ground. But it does explain the
rapidity of the victory. Without the NATO‐led intervention the war against Qaddafi might still be
ongoing at the close of the decade (as are the wars in Syria and Yemen). The air campaign was a
necessary condition for the duration of the war. It may not have been for the eventual outcome.

Natural resources, geography, efforts to mobilize the population, and choosing a strategy did not
play an important role in how the opposition created a military force. Such factors are prominent in
other conflicts, but in Libya they were not necessary.

These conclusions from Libya may be generalizable to other conflicts. Mass appropriation of arms
during partial or complete state collapse occurred in Libya, and it has been a feature of other large‐
scale conflicts (Jackson 2010, Sislin and Pearson 2001: 38). Other examples in post‐Cold War conflicts
include Iraq in 2003 (Karp 2004: 44‐50), Somalia in 1991 (Black 2011: 242; Cliffe 2005: 8), Yugoslavia
in the early 1990s (Griffiths 2010: 184‐5), and in 1997 arms obtained from a state collapse in Albania
played a crucial role in neighbouring Kosovo (Jackson 2010: 143‐4, Judah 1999: 13). It appears that a
partial or complete state collapse in which arms are freely available from military stocks can radically
alter conflict dynamics in the vicinity.

Libya is also an example of a strategy employed by the US and its partners of air strikes combined
with assisting a local force on the ground. Other post‐Cold War examples are operations: Deliberate
Force in Bosnia in 1995; Allied Force in Kosovo in 1999; Enduring Freedom against the Taliban in
Afghanistan in 2001; and Inherent Resolve against IS in Iraq and Syria (from 2014 onwards). All those
operations succeeded in their aim to remove a party governing territory and population. The
combination of extensive air strikes and arms supplies to a proxy involved in a civil war is a powerful
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instrument of external intervention. However, such combined air and arms ‘regime changes’ have
not been successful in the long run at creating independent peaceful states. Peacekeeping forces are
still present in Bosnia and Kosovo, and fighting continues in Afghanistan, Libya and Syria.
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Article 4
The Only Thing We Want Is Weapons: Assault Rifle Prices and Conflict Intensity

by Nicholas Marsh

Article to be submitted for publication

This article examines the relationship between the price of assault rifles and the
intensity of fighting in civil war, a relationship that has implications for conflict
duration and outcome. A new dataset on arms prices is used to analyse the
availability of those weapons in conflict areas. The paper presents a discussion on
the relationship between illicit arms supply, demand, price of weapons, and intensity
of fighting. Assault rifle prices are presented in 24 conflicts. Then, seven brief case
studies examine the relationship between prices, supply, demand and conflict
intensity. The article shows that arms are often difficult to obtain in the quantities
needed to fight a war, and restricted supply helps to explain why opposition groups
rarely achieve a military victory over governments.

1. Introduction

After being offered ‘non‐lethal’ aid by the USA in 2013, General Salim Idris, then chief of
staff of the Syrian opposition's Supreme Military Council, exclaimed to a reporter “We don't
want food and drink and we don't want bandages. When we're wounded, we want to die.
The only thing we want is weapons” (from Associated Press 2013). General Idris’ insistence
upon the importance of acquiring weapons runs contrary to many common understandings
of civil war, which often include an assumption that all over the world weapons are cheap
and trivially easy to obtain (see below).

This article considers the ease or difficulty in acquiring arms through examining prices paid
in illicit or informal acquisition of weapons in countries where civil war takes place. The aim
of the article is to contribute to the understanding of the relationship between arms
acquisition and violence. There has been little prior research in this relationship, and this
article uses new data on prices. As a consequence of the lack of developed theory this
article is exploratory in nature. It is intended be as broad in scope as possible and provide
insights that can be built upon in subsequent research.

As shown in the following section, there are differing views on how easy or difficult is it for
groups to obtain arms. Some authors have pointed to the dangers of uncontrolled stocks of
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weapons flowing into conflict areas. Others have pointed to how arms are often scarce and
difficult to obtain. This article’s first research question is:


how easy or difficult is it for an opposition group to obtain arms?

This question is answered by examining a new data on the ‘street prices’ for weapons
purchased illicitly or in informal markets in countries in which there are civil wars, and
through a discussion on supply and demand for arms.

A further question examines the implications of the ease or difficulty of acquiring weapons,
and asks:


how does arms acquisition affect mortality?

This question focuses upon conflict intensity and is answered via seven case studies of
contemporary conflicts (Afghanistan, Iraq, Israel/Palestine, Libya, Pakistan, Somalia and
Syria) which examine the relationship between price of assault rifles, battle deaths and the
dynamics of each conflict. Specifically, the case studies examine: whether there are
differences in price between the seven conflicts; whether there are temporal changes in
prices within each case; and whether there is an apparent relationship between price and
conflict intensity. The article then compares ‘street’ prices to those paid by states when
equipping their armed forces. Finally, the article considers implications for research on civil
wars and on policy concerning arms proliferation.

2. Prior research on arms acquisition, conflict and prices

Journalists, NGO activists, policymakers and academic researchers frequently state that the
world, or parts of it, is flooded or awash with weapons. The abundance of arms within easy
reach, especially small arms such as Kalashnikov rifles, is said to make it easy for groups to
initiate or escalate warfare, terrorism or organized crime. Other authors have instead
argued that arms are generally scarce and obtaining them is difficult. The two views are
presented in the remainder of this section.
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Many authors suggest that around the world a Kalashnikov is trivially easy to obtain. For
example Bolton, Sakamoto and Griffiths (2012) state that Kalashnikovs are “now widely
available around the world at a very low price ($30 in Africa and $50 in the US and Europe).”
A common refrain is to refer to Kalashnikovs being purchased for the price of a chicken (for
example Chawkins 2013, Fleshman 2011, Kahner 2006).

Such easy availability is said to influence warfare and political violence. For example, Groll
(2015) states that “The world is awash with weapons. From Syria and Iraq, to the deserts of
the Sahel, to the Nigerian bush, it’s a good time to be a guerrilla fighter — in no small part
because it’s so outrageously easy to acquire the kind of weaponry necessary to carry out
insurgent warfare.” Rotberg writes (in Garcia 2006: forward) that “As conflicts within nation‐
states proliferate, the flood of small arms becomes a relentless torrent. Their easy
availability in an international environment that tolerates violence leads to waves of human
suffering and deaths too numerous to count with precision.” Singer (2006:48) suggests that
easily available arms facilitate child combatants. In particular, writers on ‘New Wars’ have
often presented the 1990s as ushering in a new era of easy availability of arms as illicit
dealers flooded the world with surplus military equipment which characterise contemporary
armed conflict (for a summary see Jackson 2010: 133‐137; and Marsh 2012: 23‐25).

Similar views can be found within policy forums, for example, the UN Secretary General has
stated (UNSC 2008) that concerning small arms such as the Kalashnikov, their “excessive
accumulation and universal availability tends to aggravate conflicts by increasing the
lethality and duration of violence” and that “The widespread availability of small arms and
light weapons and their ammunition is a key enabler of conflict” (UNSC 2015).

Bourne (2007:34‐39) describes statements like those presented above as being part of an
‘amorphous image’ of weapons proliferation, in which there is a:
homogenised pattern of arming, as a function of a distinct globalised black market in
which a massive and unregulated stock of arms is open to all through a shadowy
array of brokers. The arming of conflict is portrayed as a matter of the choices made
by arming actors, with no sense of limitation or effects of capacities to acquire arms
in particular ways (from Bourne 2007: 51, emphasis in the original).
3

However, people who have researched arms acquisition in detail find a very different
picture. For opposition groups, weapons are scarce, often there are not enough to equip
everyone that wants to use one, and obtaining them is a constant preoccupation. Chris
Chivers, a senior reporter at the New York Times who has covered numerous wars, has
emphatically written that the above‐mentioned views of pervasive cheap prices for assault
rifles are inaccurate:
The price of a Kalashnikov is often misunderstood, and in many conversations
subject to distortion. One common view has long held, and falsely, that in many
regions of the world an AK‐47 can be purchased for the cost of a chicken or a sack of
grain. Kofi A. Annan, the secretary general of the United Nations from 1997 through
2006, repeated these lines, and added that an AK‐47 "can be bought for as little as
$15." Such prices may have existed in one place or another for a very brief time. But
loudness and repetition are not truth, and these statements, echoed by journalists
and arms‐control advocates over the years, are best viewed with skepticism. (Chivers
2011a: 381).

Similarly, Bourne (2007, and 2012) highlights the great variety in availability and means of
arms acquisition around the world, and has stated that “are not available to all who can pay
in an environment of easy global accessibility’” (Bourne 2012:42). Instead, arms flows to
conflict areas are embedded in local economies and governance structures (Bourne 2012:
42; Marsh 2015).

At the beginning of a war armed opposition groups usually lack many of the necessary
means to create a military force. They may have many people who are willing to fight, or
support those who are fighting, but in order to be an effective military force those people
usually need to be trained, led, and equipped. A key need for a nascent military force, and
one that often cannot easily be supplied by the local population, is for the weapons needed
to fight against the state’s military or police (Marsh 2007). An easy supply of arms can make
an important strategic difference to a group’s military capacity. For example, concerning
the Vietnam war, Sheehan (1988: 99‐100) notes a concern by John Paul Vann, a US military
advisor in the early 1960s to the South Vietnamese leadership, that:
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His gravest immediate worry was that although the Viet Cong were being killed in
unprecedented numbers, the United States was at the same time removing the basic
limit on the expansion of the guerrillas – the availability of captured weapons. The
advisory mission was inadvertently equipping the Viet Cong with U.S. arms.

If it is fighting a guerrilla campaign reliant upon ambush and concealment, a group’s
preferred weapons are usually small arms and light weapons such as Kalashnikovs, RPGs, or
improvised explosive devices (van Creveld, 1991, pp. 297–310). In conflicts where groups
attempt to permanently hold and control territory or attack well defended targets, they
need to obtain heavier weapons which will enable them to counter government forces
(Marsh 2007). In addition to the illicit purchases examined in the remainder of this article,
in some contexts arms are also available for free through capture from government stocks
(Jackson 2010), or if they are donated by a sponsor.

Only a few authors have previously considered prices and conflict. Similar to the approach
taken in this article, they have focused upon assault rifles – as they are the most ubiquitous
and easily comparable weapon used in conflict. Chris Chivers states that overall, assault
rifles are scarce and expansive :
The more realistic retail price range for a single automatic Kalashnikov in much of
the developing world, depending on many factors (the rifle's exact type, nation of
manufacture, and condition, the local laws and security conditions at the time and
point of sale, the experience of the purchaser) is on the order of several hundred
dollars. In some conflicts, a thousand dollars is not rare. (Chivers 2011a: 381)

The only previous study to look at weapons prices in a large number of locations is by
Killicoat (2007a and 2007b) who finds that higher prices for assault rifles are associated with
states with better regulatory effectiveness, suggesting that, to a certain extent, regulations
governing the trade and possession of firearms work. In post‐conflict states prices are low,
suggesting a surfeit of supply, and arms prices tend to rise in the early period of a conflict.
The onset of conflict is associated with places with cheaper prices. Killicoat also notes that
the end of the Soviet Union was not associated with a general fall in illicit prices (something
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which underlines the lack of evidence for the above mentioned ‘New Wars’ assertions that
the end of the Cold War was associated with a dramatic increase in illicit arms supplies).

Several authors have also described a relationship between price and availability in
individual conflict areas. For example, Demetriou (2002: 16) writes that prices of USD 120 –
USD 300 in Georgia for a Kalashnikov suggest that there was a ‘balance’ between supply and
demand. Bhatia (2008: 40‐56) analyses changes in the price of Kalashnikovs and other
weapons in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and in particular suggests that a dramatic reduction in
prices by the late 1980s reveals that supply had outstripped demand. Florquin (2014)
focuses upon prices and conflict onset and finds a strong, statistically‐significant positive
correlation between the prices of arms and ammunition in Lebanon and reported conflict
fatalities in neighbouring Syria. However, a similar relationship is not found by Florquin
(2013: 271‐273) concerning prices in Pakistan (where prices appeared to fluctuate
independently from the intensity of fighting). He also notes that prices of firearms are
influenced by a wide variety of factors, including availability of ammunition, the technical
characteristics of the gun, and local symbolism attached to a particular weapon. Bevan
(2008) provides a description of changes in the price of Kalashnikovs and ammunition in
Kenya. Finally, McDougal et al (2018) examine price fluctuations of ammunition in Haiti and
find evidence of leakage from stocks held by UN peacekeepers.

The remainder of this article examines illicit or informal assault rifle prices. It is based upon
a new dataset which is presented in the following section.

3. A new dataset of arms prices

The remainder of this article examines the price of assault rifles using a dataset that
contains 3 582 separate price observations on all types of arms from 69 countries from 1964
to 2015.1 A full description of the dataset can be found in Marsh and McDougal
(forthcoming).2 The dataset was built from observations were obtained from a search of
1
2

This dataset uses the circa 350 price observations originally collated by Killicoat (see 2007a and 2007b).
I gratefully acknowledge the assistance of Ishtiaq Khan in producing the dataset.
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open sources – such as press articles, academic books and articles, or reports by NGOs or
the United Nations. Care was taken to avoid the hearsay and information was included if it
was based upon people with direct knowledge of an arms purchase. The selection criteria
used was to include in the dataset information where the source had knowledge of the
transactions being written about: if the author had participated in an illicit arms transaction
(eg a journalist posing as a buyer); interviews with people with direct knowledge of illicit
prices (purchasers or sellers); interviews with people with indirect knowledge of illicit prices
(eg a police officer or member of a community in which illicit arms are present); and
information obtained from documents (such as a published price list).

One important reason for caution concerning the data sources is the possibility of reporting
bias. Prices may be reported because they are remarkable. Such reporting bias may serve to
increase the number of observations which are perceived as being unusually high or low. In
addition, greater media interest may be attracted to periods where there is more intense
fighting; or reporters may not be able to travel to war zones that are thought to be too
dangerous. In addition, as Bevan (2008) notes, prices can fluctuate over short periods of
time and there may price differences between regions within a country. This article’s
findings should be viewed as exploratory until scholars can conduct more in‐depth research.

4. Street assault rifle prices and conflict

The new dataset contains 727 price observations for assault rifles in 24 states involved in
armed conflict (see Figure 1). Overall, in these countries, the average reported price of an
assault rifle expressed in constant 2010 US dollars is USD 1 489. In only two locations were
average prices of under USD 100 reported, and in 13 the average price was over USD 1 000
(see Figure 1). These prices provide important evidence to confirm the above points that
assault rifles are usually scarce, and so costly. The prices listed in Figure 1 should be viewed
in the context of the economies of developing countries where most conflicts take place –
where a thousand dollars might constitute a large proportion of median annual household
income.
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The prices listed in Figure 1 also display considerable differences between conflicts. If large
quantities of Kalashnikovs could move at ease between conflict zones then one would
expect that prices would level out. Instead, the existence of large price differences in areas
which are geographically close to each other supports prior research that illicit arms
markets are embedded in regional or local networks (see above). Instead, as Killicoat
(2007b: 265) observes, government regulations mean that it is much more difficult to order
a shipment of Kalashnikovs compared to, say, a shipment of television sets.

Figure 1 reported average prices (in constant 2010 USD) paid for an assault rifle
Israel/Palestine 1994‐2014
India 2002‐2014
Indonesia 2003
Libya 2011‐2015
Colombia 2000‐2013
Pakistan factory made 1980‐2014
Nigeria 2012‐2015
Syria 2011‐2013
Lebanon 2014
Lebanon 1989
Russia 1999‐2010
Philippines 2000‐2014
Iraq 2001‐2014
Yemen 2009‐2015
Afghanistan 2001‐2013
Georgia 1991‐1993
Thailand 2003‐2014
Sudan 1986‐2012
Turkey 2007‐2012
Uganda 1986‐2007
Sri Lanka 2003‐2007
Somalia 1991‐2013
Burma/Myanmar 2002‐2008
Pakistan craft made 1988‐2014
DR Congo 2012‐2013
Peru 1998

4,468
3,782
3,064
2,316
2,205
2,196
2,189
1,695
1,612
1,451
1,231
1,038
1,037
998
812
776
709
672
602
498
493
396
281
243
71
67
0

500 1,000 1,500 2,000 2,500 3,000 3,500 4,000 4,500 5,000
Average price in USD

Note: prices are often not available for every year in the periods mentioned.

The largest price difference between markets that were geographically close could be found
in 2003. Then the opening of state arsenals in Iraq resulted in the lowest observed price of
USD 10‐20 in the weeks after the invasion (Lafta et al 2005); though prices climbed in the
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following months. The annual average price was USD 164 in 2003 and USD 166 in 2004 (in
constant 2010 USD). In 2004 the observed illicit prices of Kalashnikovs in Israel were
between USD 2 176 and USD 2 308. The reason why there weren’t container loads of
Kalashnikovs being bought up in Iraq and shipped to Israel for an enormous profit by
enterprising smugglers is because of the activities of the governments of Israel,
neighbouring states, and the US and coalition forces in Iraq, all of whom made large scale
trafficking into Israel a very risky proposition.

Building upon the insights that arms are scarce, and international trade is limited the next
section provides a brief summary of the most important factors which are likely to affect
prices in illicit or informal markets for assault rifles.

5. Demand, supply, stocks of arms

This section provides a brief overview of factors which are assumed to affect assault rifle
prices. These factors will be used in the following seven case studies which examine assault
rifle arms prices and conflict intensity.

Demand for assault rifles is, put in familiar terms, a function of preferences, resources and
relative prices (for more see Brauer and Muggah 2006). During a war the demand for
weapons is very unlike demand for consumer goods during peacetime. There is a strong
preference for military style weapons as it is very difficult to substitute them for another
good (Marsh 2007). For an opposition group demand is likely to be highly inelastic. For as
long as it has more recruits than it is able to equip it will attempt to acquire as many arms as
it is able (even if each weapon costs thousands of dollars). Its demand for arms is likely to
increase when a group’s strategy is to escalate the intensity of violence, or if it adopts a
conventional strategy involving the capture of territory.

Concerning military capacity, for an opposition group, the most important distinction is
between situations in which it is able to arm all recruits, and those in which recruits remain
unarmed through a shortage of weapons. A situation of excess demand occurs when a
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group needs more arms than it is able to obtain – for example if 100 people are willing to
fight but it can only obtain 20 weapons. The number of acquirable weapons limits the
number of effective combatants that the group can actually field. Excess demand is
associated with high prices.

At a national level, overall demand is a consequence of a much wider range of actors than
opposition groups fighting the government – for example community protection militias,
militias based around traditional or customary authority, bandits, organized crime groups,
and households or extended families. For example, the case below concerning Pakistan
highlights how demand for weapons was stimulated by increased use of armed private
security.

A demand shock can occur if there is a sudden change in demand. Reductions in demand
might happen as the result of a peace agreement, lasting reduction in hostilities, or even a
ceasefire. The start of fighting, if on sufficient scale, may well result in a large increase in
demand, not just to equip the armed group engaged in fighting, but also from all those who
feel insecure as the result of the fighting.

Some sources of supply are elastic and will react to price changes, while others are inelastic
and largely independent of market prices. The level of trading for profit by dealers and
smugglers, and corrupt sale from government stocks, will be influenced by the prices on
offer. For example, Florquin (2013) suggest that dealers and smugglers bought arms in
Lebanon to supply Syrian armed groups who were willing to pay much higher prices. In most
cases, though, supplies of assault rifles are limited, as production is regulated and military
stocks are closely guarded.

Two important inelastic sources of supply that are not affected by price are capture of
government stocks, and donation by a sponsor (usually a state that wants to support a
proxy). Instead, the supply of captured arms is related to success on the battlefield, while
donated arms are a consequence of a sponsor’s political or strategic objectives (though a
sponsor may well choose to support opposition groups that are more successful). Capture or
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donation of arms will likely have an indirect effect on prices if the weapons are not
controlled by commanders and diffuse into the local population.

At a national level, supply is ultimately drawn from the overall stock of arms, which are all
arms that are present in a region (and which may be exchanged from one owner to
another). Arms can flow into or out of that stock. Imports and production will increase the
stock, while it will be reduced by exports and destruction (such as by battlefield attrition).

As important as the size of the stock, is the ease or difficulty by which parts of it can be
accessed by non‐state groups. The most important factor affecting ease or difficulty of
acquisition is the capacity of the state (and neighbouring states) to guard control its own
stocks, and regulate production, trade and possession by civilians.

Supply shocks can also occur. For example, if a state collapses then its arms depots may well
become much more easily accessible (and prices may plummet). Conversely, if a foreign
sponsor decides to stop donating arms then supply may well be suddenly restricted and
prices rise. Excess supply occurs in a situation in which there are more accessible arms than
are needed by an armed group (for example if a group has 1 000 people willing to fight and
they are able to access an abandoned government depot containing 20 000 assault rifles).
Excess supply is associated with low prices.

The next section examines these basic principles of supply and demand in seven case
studies.

6. Seven Cases Of Supply, Demand, Prices, And Conflict Intensity

This section examines the relationship between arms acquisition, prices and intensity of
fighting in seven regions – Afghanistan, Iraq, Israel and Palestine, Libya, Pakistan, Somalia,
Syria. The cases were selected because they are the ones within the dataset where there is
useful time series data. Monthly data on Libya and Syria is presented as it is available for
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these two cases. For the other countries annual averages are used. In all cases in this section
prices are presented as constant 2010 USD.

Annual average prices of assault rifles are compared to annual battle deaths (as a proxy for
conflict intensity) recorded by the Uppsala Conflict Data Project (UCDP). With one
exception, the battle deaths data is from the UCDP Georeferenced Event Dataset (GED) and
includes deaths due to: fighting between government and non‐state groups; fighting
between two or more non‐state groups; and attacks on civilians. Data on Syria was not
available from the GED and so the battle deaths estimate is from the standard UCDP Battle‐
Related Deaths Dataset. For reasons of clarity, the exact average price is displayed as a data
label on figures 2 to 11, but exact battle deaths are not. In addition to annual prices, data on
monthly prices is available for Libya and Syria. Monthly battle deaths were drawn from the
UCDP GED for Libya, but were not available for Syria. Contextual information is presented
on arms acquisition in the conflict, though in some cases, such as for the Taliban in
Afghanistan, reliable information was not available.

The seven cases in this section illustrate different aspects of the relationship between
demand and supply presented in the previous section. The cases of Libya and Syria illustrate
the relationship between high prices, excess demand and its effect upon the military
capacity of opposition groups. Afghanistan, Pakistan and Somalia show how there was a
broad relationship between increases in prices and increased intensity of fighting. The case
of Iraq in 2003 and immediately after illustrates the effect of a supply shock, in which prices
were low despite heavy fighting. Israel and Palestine had consistently high prices for assault
rifles, something caused by both high demand and mostly successful attempts by the
government of Israel to prevent supplies of assault rifles.

Afghanistan – rising prices
In Afghanistan, there appears to be a relationship between prices, supply and demand
during three phases. The first phase occurred between 2001 and 2004 in which prices were
low. Bhatia (2008: 54) notes that after the defeat of the Taliban in late 2001 prices remained
low as soldiers sold their weapons in local markets. Figure 2 Shows that between 2001‐2003
reported prices fell from USD 249 to USD 115. The period 2001‐4 is likely to be one of excess
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supply (see above), in which battle deaths and so demand remained low, and supplies by
the US and allies leaked out into local markets.

In the second phase (2005 to 2008) prices initially increased concurrently with the increase
in battle deaths. By 2005 reported prices had increased to USD 420, and reached a peak of
USD 1269 in 2006. The increase in prices suggests excess demand, which likely came not just
from people fighting with the Taliban, and other groups fighting against the Afghan
government and international forces, but also from a wide variety of groups and individuals.
Describing the rise in prices from 2004 to 2007, one journalist reports northern strongman
Alhaj Abdul Malek stating that "The price of weapons is going up as the people do not trust
police, government or the army ... to protect them against thieves, terrorism, crime"
(Abrashi 2007). A decrease in battle deaths between 2007 and 2008 appears to correspond
to a decrease in reported prices between 2006 and 2008. Even after a steep drop, the 2008
price of USD 420 is still 3.6 times the price in 2003.

During the third phase (2008 to 2013), prices and battle deaths increased again, with the
peak price occurring in 2013 at USD 1 450. This phase appears to be one of sustained excess
demand, in which any improvement in supply which did occur was unable to meet renewed
demand for arms in Afghanistan as fighting intensified.

Figure 2 Relationship between reported assault rifle prices and battle deaths in Afghanistan
2001‐2013
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During phases 2 and 3 (2005 to 2013), prices remained consistently higher than they had
been during the first phase. In particular, between 2010 and 2013 the reported price was
consistently above USD 1 000. Such a sustained period of high prices suggests excess
demand. One can assume that after 2004 difficulty in obtaining arms may well have limited
the ability of groups within Afghanistan to commit further acts of violence. As mentioned
above, excess demand very likely affected a wide variety of actors (and not just fighters for
the Taliban).

Iraq – a supply shock
Price information on Iraq is available during two phases 2002‐2007 and 2010‐2014. Figure 3
shows that from 2002 (before the start of the war) until 2005 trends in prices were
independent of trends in battle deaths, with prices remaining low in 2003‐4, and increasing
in 2005 while battle deaths decreased. This is explained by the existence of a supply shock
in April 2003, at the start of the war, when large Iraqi government arms depots were
opened during the collapse of the Baathist regime. Briefly, Iraq experienced excess supply
and associated low prices, as is described in this May 2003 report:
The Iraqi army may have crumbled, but its weapons are still around. They are all over
a traffic island on the street that runs in front of this fractious northern Iraqi city's
14

wholesale vegetable market: pistols and shotguns, Kalashnikovs and rifles, even
bayonets. The stolen booty of abandoned military warehouses, the weapons are all
for sale, dirt cheap, to a population still rattled by the chaos that has followed the
collapse of Saddam Hussein's regime last month. […] Mutern showed a Kalashnikov
he had for sale for $50. A postwar glut has driven the price of the semiautomatic
weapon below that of nearly every other gun, but Mutern said he was glad to have
an income. (Schaeffer 2003).

Similarly, interviews conducted by Lafta et al (2005) state that even though household
ownership of weapons increased after the invasion, during the first few weeks after the
invasion Kalashnikov prices dropped to between USD 10 and USD 20. As is shown in Figure
3, prices climbed steadily over the following years. The likely explanation for the gradual
increase in prices is that prices is that the excess supply was used up as weapons were
acquired by actors across Iraq. In particular, a 2006 an increase in intensity of fighting was
accompanied by an increase in prices.

A 2006 report by journalist Chris Chivers describes the increase in the price of a Kalashnikov,
and how higher prices have stimulated increased supply via corrupt sale of government
weapons into illicit markets:
“I bought this for $450 last year,” he said of the rifle. “Now it costs $650. The prices
keep going up.”
The market for this American‐issued pistol and the ubiquitous assault rifle illustrated
how fear, mismanagement and malfeasance are shaping the small‐arms market in
Iraq.
Weapon prices are soaring along with an expanding sectarian war, as more buyers
push prices several times higher than those that existed at the time of the American‐
led invasion nearly four years ago. Rising prices, in turn, have encouraged an
insidious form of Iraqi corruption — the migration of army and police weapons from
Iraqi state armories to black‐market sales. (Chivers 2006)

Figure 3 Relationship between assault rifle prices and battle deaths in Iraq 2003 ‐ 2007
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During the second phase, 2010‐2014, reported prices were consistently higher, between
USD 1 045 and USD 2 606 per rifle. This can be explained by the effects of the 2003 supply
shock having completely worn off; and by 2010 Iraq exhibited excess demand. In doing so,
Iraq experienced a much more normal arms market for the intensity of fighting during the
second phase.

Israel and Palestine – consistently high prices
It is not possible to isolate phases concerning prices in Israel and Palestine. Instead, as is
shown in Figure 4, over the entire period from 2000 to 2014 reported prices were high –
never below USD 1 000 – suggesting persistent excess demand. Press reports consistently
note restricted supply. Furthermore, due to persistent excess demand, prices do not
fluctuate in response to the intensity of fighting, but instead price changes are due to
differences in the ease by which it was possible to smuggle weapons into Israel or Palestine
particularly via tunnels under the border from Egypt to Gaza that have been periodically
shut down by Israeli and Egyptian armed forces). For example, it was reported in 2005 that
smuggling increased and prices were reduced after the Israeli army withdrew from Gaza:
Three arms dealers told AP their "mules" bought large quantities of assault rifles,
pistols and bullets in Egypt, mainly from Bedouin tribesmen, in the three days since
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Israel's withdrawal. Prices in Egypt are far lower than in Gaza, where during Israeli
rule smugglers tunneled under the border to bring in weapons.
Since Monday, black‐market weapons prices have plunged in Gaza, the dealers said.
An AK‐47 assault rifle fell from $2,000 to $1,300, while bullets cost as little $1, a
fourth the old price. (Sukhtian 2005)

Figure 4 annual battle deaths and average annual assault rifle prices in Israel or Palestine
2000 ‐ 2014
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The consistently high prices in Israel and Palestine strongly suggest that throughout the
period 2000 to 2014 difficulties in accessing arms were a constant limitation on the number
of fighters that could be fielded by non‐state groups (which has a likely effect upon
mortality). During the above period, the government of Israel has consistently prioritised
restricting the flow of weapons as part of its strategy for fighting against opposition groups
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in Israel and Palestine. The prices shown in Figure 4 strongly suggest that during the above
period Israel was at least partially successful.

Libya 2011 – 2015 – restricted supplies limited military capacity
During the 2011 civil war in Libya reporters consistently reported high prices for assault
rifles. At the start of the war some stocks of weapons were obtained from captured depots,
but not enough to equip all the people that wanted to fight for the opposition (Strazzari and
Tholens 2014). As noted in Figure 5, reported prices paid in Libya during the 2011 war
ranged between USD 2 500 and almost USD 5 000 per Kalashnikov. Arms were donated by
foreign sates, especially during June‐August. As the Qaddafi regime fell from the end of
August through to October, opposition fighters took over large arms depots mostly located
in and around Tripoli and Sirte. A large number of Kalashnikovs entered the local supply, and
accompanied by lower demand after the end of hostilities, the end of the war in October
2011 was associated with a fall in observed prices.

Figure 5 monthly battle deaths and average monthly prices in USD for Kalashnikovs in Libya,
2011
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Note: all prices expressed in constant 2010 USD; battle deaths do not include deaths caused
by coalition air strikes.

From February to July 2011, journalists constantly reported that the Libyan opposition
experienced shortages in arms and ammunition, including many occasions in which the lack
of them limited the number of armed combatants. For example, in July, before the battle for
the town of Kikla, “the rebels said they had more than 200 fighters, but only 89 military
rifles and limited ammunition.” (Chivers, 2011b). In another report from that month, a
commander put it bluntly “‘Our problem is weapons. We need them, but we don’t have
them,’ said Col. Tarek Zanpou, who commands the 250 fighters in the Berber town of
Kabaw. ‘Half of my men go into battle without a gun.’” (Booth 2011).

Improved arms supplies, both from the capture of Qaddafi regime arsenals and supplies
from foreign sponsors were credited as being partly responsible for the opposition victories
in August and September 2011 (other important factors were training and NATO led
airstrikes) (see Borger, Stephen and Norton‐Taylor 2011; Borghard and Pischedda 2012).
Another report from mid‐August similarly states that “The difference now […] is that the
rebels emerging from the Nafusa mountains appear to have acquired quite a significant
amount of weaponry. They were struggling a few weeks ago but not only do they now have
greater amounts of weaponry, many of them also have quite high morale” (Gregory 2011).

By the end of August, when opposition fighters captured arms depots in the capital Tripoli,
large depots were opened and looted:
Rebel fighters from other units had joined the hundreds of civilian looters, pillaging
new weapons from an open ammunition dump on the other side of Gadaffi’s
residence. […] the ammunition dump had been overrun by hundreds of civilians who
had flooded the grounds upon hearing the news that the palace had fallen. […] Soon
civilians carrying shiny new assault rifles, handguns still in their boxes, briefcases of
sniper rifles and crates of ammunition began to flock back towards the entrance of
the palace. (Amoore 2011)
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In the early stages the war in Libya there was excess demand. The military capacity of
opposition groups fighting against Qaddafi was inhibited by there being fewer weapons than
there were troops willing to use them. Improved supplies from capturing more arms depots
and outside sponsors enhanced the opposition’s military capacity. With the assistance of
NATO air strikes the opposition forces were able to capture the capital city within seven
months of the start of the war. With the fall of Tripoli, opposition groups and civilians were
able to obtain large arms depots that had been stockpiled by the regime. After that arms
proliferation in Libya became a key concern (for example see Nichols 2013).

Over the longer term, in Libya from 2011 – 2014 the trends in prices and battle deaths
resembled each other (see Figure 6). Prices dropped with the fall of the Qaddafi regime,
there was both a reduction in demand and an increase in supply (with associated lower
prices), and prices remained low in 2012 and 2013. An increase in battle deaths in 2014
occurred concurrently with an increase in prices. It is likely that Libya once again saw excess
demand, in which armed groups struggled to obtain weapons and so prices increased.

Figure 6 annual battle deaths and average assault rifle prices in Libya 2011‐2014
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Pakistan – increasing prices
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In Pakistan there were different price dynamics concerning the usually imported factory
made Kalashnikovs, and ones that were craft produced in local workshops. The craft
produced rifles are consistently cheaper, reflecting reports of their having lower quality
production. The reported average price of factory‐made Kalashnikovs (see figure 7) can be
divided into two phases. During the first phase (1998‐2006), in all but one year fluctuated
between USD 383 and USD 558 while battle deaths remained low. In the second phase
(2007‐2014) there was an increase in battle deaths and prices (which were over USD 1 000
in all but one year). Though there are year on year discrepancies between prices and battle
deaths over 17 years, the average price in the first phase is USD 503 while the average price
in the second is USD 1870. There is an apparent relationship between battle deaths and
prices, the most likely cause of which is that higher violence led to excess demand as supply
was unable to increase in order to fulfil the need to obtain more weapons.

Figure 7 battle deaths and average factory made Kalashnikov prices in Pakistan 1998‐2014
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In addition to the parties directly involved in violence, prices may have been influenced by
two other factors. The first is demand in neighbouring Afghanistan, which may have
encouraged arms to be smuggled over the border (see above). A second factor is that
violence encouraged actors across a country to obtain arms for personal security. Writing
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about prices in Pakistan during 2011, one reporter notes that conflict has stimulated
demand for arms by many different actors:
Demand grew especially strong in the last 12 months, however, as sectarian violence
climbed in southern Pakistan. Supply has also been pinched by the war in
neighbouring Afghanistan, where record‐breaking levels of insurgency are
consuming vast quantities of arms and ammunition. […] "Everybody has increased
their security, hired more guards," Mr. Khilji says. "It's the job of government to
protect the local people, but the government officials themselves are not feeling safe
these days." (Smith 2011).

A 2009 report similarly states that:
“The price of a Kalashnikov assault rifle is soaring as militant groups and private
militias mushroom in an increasingly battle‐torn northwest Pakistan, arms dealers
and buyers say. Civilians too, frightened by the upsurge in violence and citing a lack
of government protection, are also forking out to arm themselves” (Tarakzai 2009)

Craft made Kalashnikovs are also available in Pakistan for a much lower price than the
factory produced rifles. Though data is more patchy, similar trends can be observed
between craft and factory‐made Kalashnikovs. As shown in Figure 8, for craft produced guns
prices are consistently lower during the first phase (1998 to 2006), and higher during the
second (2007‐2014) when battel deaths are higher. Between 1998‐2006 the average
reported price was USD 147, while between 2006‐2014 the average price rose to USD 213.

Figure 8 battle deaths and average craft made Kalashnikov prices in Pakistan 1998‐2014
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The much higher increase in price for factory made Kalashnikovs compared to the craft
made guns during the second period of 2006‐2014 suggests that buyers in Pakistan
preferred to obtain better quality weapons as the fighting increased in intensity. There was
much greater excess demand for factory made weapons than for craft made arms.
Purchasing inferior quality craft–made weapons instead of factory–made ones could result
in the users of those guns being less effective fighters.

Somalia ‐ an increase in prices
In Somalia a long term increase in prices corresponds with an increase in battle deaths (see
Figure 9). During the first phase (1998 to 2005) reported prices fluctuated between USD 73
and USD 423, and reports suggest that there was excess supply. For example, a 2003 UN
report states that, “Warlords and individual militia members frequently sell excess arms and
ammunition to local markets to raise money for the purchase of other goods, such as food
and khat.” (UNSC 2003:16). Similarly, a 2004 report notes that arms traders keep stores of
weapons that are kept to meet future demand (UNSC 2004:14), something that similarly
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suggests that parties in Somalia were not trying to obtain every weapon that they could
locate (something that would be expected if there were excess demand).

During the second phase, from 2006 to 2012, there was overall an increase in both battle
deaths and reported prices, which reached a peak of USD 911 in 2012. A 2006 report
directly links the price increases to the fighting:
Traders in the city's Cirtogte market said there had been a surge in demand for AK‐
47 rifles, rocket‐propelled grenades, anti‐aircraft and anti‐tank missiles.
"Gun prices have doubled because the groups that recently fought in Mogadishu are
preparing themselves for more fighting," said a middle‐aged gun trader (Mohamed
2006).

The reduction in price in 2007 can be explained as being due to a temporary increase in
supply. The Islamic Courts Union had collected weapons in an attempt to reduce the
numbers circulating. However they were ousted by Ethiopian troops in January 2007, and
“when the Islamists fled Mogadishu […], they opened their weapons stockpiles to the public,
flooding the city with guns.” (Sanders 2007).

After the 2007 supply shock, prices and battle deaths rose steadily until 2012. As in Iraq, the
weapons circulating in Somalia were probably purchased until the country started
experiencing excess demand again. Notably, a decrease in battle deaths in 2013 is
accompanied by a decrease in prices.

Figure 9 annual battle deaths and average annual assault rifle prices in Somalia 2001‐2013
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Syria 2011 – 2013 – restricted supplies limited military capacity
The first two years of war in Syria featured reports of high prices paid for Kalashnikovs
inside Syria, and of reported increases in prices paid in neighbouring Lebanon, Iraq and
Turkey (for price rises in Lebanon see Florquin 2013; 2014). Numerous reports indicate that
during the first year of the armed conflict trafficking was not the main source of arms for
the Syrian opposition (more important was obtaining government stocks from defecting
troops, or capture after late 2012). From May 2102 there were reports of cash donations by
wealthy individuals from Saudi Arabia and Qatar; and later in the year there is evidence of
donation of arms by sponsor governments.

The 2010 pre‐war average price was USD 329. During the period October 2011 to
September 2013 the observed average monthly prices for Kalashnikovs and other assault
rifles were between three and ten times the pre‐war price (see Figure 10). At the time of
writing, the UCDP Georeferenced Event Dataset (GED) did not provide monthly battle death
statistics for Syria. Syria was though an exceptionally intense conflict (see Figure 11).

Figure 10 average price of an assault rifle in selected months in Syria, 2011‐2013
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During the period 2011 to 2013 (and after) the Syrian opposition was consistently reported
as experiencing a severe shortage of arms and ammunition, for example, “In this part of
Syria, the young men tell how they have sold their wives' jewellery, their cars and even their
furniture to buy weapons and ammunition. ‘A man would rather sleep with his Kalashnikov
than his wife,’ they say in Idlib” (Abdul‐Ahad, 2011).

Units in Syria were frequently described as having far more personnel than weapons. One
opposition fighter was quoted as saying "We don't need fighters. We have excess men who
can fight, but we need weapons to protect our land and honor." (Kennedy 2012). The report
went on to state that, “Qaddah said there are thousands of rebels willing to fight in a suburb
of the capital, Damascus […] but there are only 750 machine guns. ‘They take turns using
them,’ Qaddah said.” (Kennedy 2012).

Later, in June 2012, an opposition fighter was quoted as stating that “Thousands of soldiers
are still waiting in Turkey for weapons" (Karouny 2012) and in the same month another
fighter was quoted as stating:
"The only weapons we get are by pooling our money together and buying them in
Syria, or someone who supports us will come and give us their hunting rifle or
something. Sometimes soldiers from the army sell us weapons," he said.
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Only around 40 percent of his unit even had a weapon, Nasim said, "and these are
light weapons. Assad is hitting us with tanks." (Burch 2012)

According to another interviewee, “One rebel said less than half the fighters in his unit even
had a gun. What weapons they did have, the rebels said, came from inside Syria.” (Burch
2012)

A lack of factory‐made military style weapons meant that fighters changed their tactics and
used improvised weapons. For example, in April 2012 opposition personnel were reported
as stating that, "We are starting to get smarter about tactics and use bombs because people
are just too poor and we don't have enough rifles.” (Solomon 2012). A July 2012 report
similarly states that, “With prices of guns and ammunition soaring, they noted, bombs could
be made with cheaper materials, giving fighters with limited means or limited access to
traditional infantry arms an inexpensive way to fight.” (Chivers 2012). Improvised explosive
devices are a useful means to ambush enemy soldiers, but they are far less useful than rifles
if a group wishes to take and hold territory.

The excess demand helped shape the course of the conflict over 2011 and early 2012. The
opposition forces’ main strategy involved ambushing isolated Syrian army units and
withdrawing from battles with larger and better armed forces. This strategy was borne out
of necessity. Not lacking in recruits, groups were unable to directly confront forces
commanded by Assad.

By mid‐2012 the situation had begun to change. Reports noted significant arms supplies
being financed by private actors in Gulf countries. Near the end of the year came more
concrete evidence of official involvement in the war by Qatar and Saudi Arabia which
donated arms and ammunition – particularly anti‐tank missiles. In addition, at the end of
2012 came the opposition capture of large military bases, and all the ammunition and arms
contained inside. This increased supply appears to be reflected in the comparatively lower
prices reported in and after October 2012, and the improved capability set the scene for the
increase in intensity of the fighting in 2013 (see Figure 11).
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It is possible to compare prices with annual battle deaths during 2010 to 2013. Figure 11
shows that in Syria reported average annual prices during 2011‐2013 remained relatively
stable even though there was a dramatic increase in recorded battle deaths, from 842 in
2011 to almost 50 000 in 2013. It is likely that the increased supply that took place after
mid‐2012 helped to both prevent prices from rising further and facilitated an increase in the
intensity of fighting. The 2013 average of USD 1 282 is still about four times higher than the
pre‐war price, so there was still a situation of excess demand in which assault rifles could
not be obtained by all that wanted to fight, or use arms for protection.

Figure 11 annual battle deaths and assault rifle prices in Syria, 2010‐2013
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7. Comparing Arms Costs For Governments

Governments usually have an advantage over opposition groups in that, as Bourne (2012:
40‐41) notes, sovereign states can almost always directly access the authorized
international arms market and take advantage of economies of scale and price competition
on the part of producers and suppliers.
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An analysis of the value of the global licensed trade in small arms and light weapons
conducted by the Small Arms Survey developed some average prices paid by governments
for military firearms (for details on the methods used see Herron, Marsh and Schroeder
2011; Marsh and Gryzbowski 2012; and Purcena et al 2009). Those prices are USD 200 for a
new production Kalashnikov, and USD 65 for an old surplus used Kalashnikov. A new rifle for
US armed forces, or those of a Western European NATO member would cost about USD
1 100. 3

The governments of developing countries, where the great majority of civil wars are fought,
are unlikely to pay more than USD 200 per assault rifle – which is likely to be significantly
less than paid by their opponents. The hundreds, or thousands, of dollars paid by non‐state
groups for assault rifles therefore likely represent a considerable premium paid by
opposition fighters for an illicit purchase, especially given that illicitly purchased assault
rifles have, on the whole, already been owned and used by other parties.

8. Conclusions And Implications For Research And Policy

To return to the questions asked in the introduction, this article has shown that among the
countries studied in Sections 4 and 6, in almost all cases assault rifles are expensive, costing
hundreds or thousands of dollars each. Prices of hundreds, or thousands, of dollars for an
assault rifle, paid in some of the poorest developing countries, show that for the purchasers,
those weapons were essential commodities. The examples of consistently high prices very
likely represent pervasive excess demand which occurs because fewer assault rifles could be
supplied then were demanded. Further evidence for assault rifles being difficult to obtain
can be seen in the large differences in price in different countries, even those which are
geographically close. If weapons flowed easily across borders then prices would be more

3

NATO standard rifles cost more because the rifles are supplied with integrated optical sights, and are made
using lightweight materials, have more sophisticated design that enables greater accuracy at long range or
even modular construction, have integrated rails for attaching accessories.
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similar. Prices also frequently rose in concert with battle deaths, which can be explained by
fighting stimulating demand which could not be met by supply.

The difficulties in acquiring arms (which are reflected in high prices) have several
implications for research on armed conflict. Arms being scarce and difficult to obtain helps
to explain the long duration and outcome of civil conflict. Civil wars usually last for years,
and the opposition very rarely achieves a military victory (Buhaug, Gates and Lujala 2009:
556‐7; Kreutz 2010). Even if they enjoy widespread popular support, a group that is unable
to acquire enough weapons to equip a military force capable of defeating a government is
very unlikely to be victorious. Especially concerning Afghanistan, Iraq after 2013, Libya in
2011, Pakistan, Somalia and Syria, the correspondence between increasing conflict intensity
and higher prices suggests that opposition groups will experience difficulties escalating
conflict intensity so long as they are unable to obtain enough weapons. In particular, supply
problems may also affect whether a group can move from a guerrilla strategy to a
conventional war in which it takes and holds territory. Difficulties in obtaining arms my also
limit the extent to which new armed groups can form (Duquet 2009; Marsh 2007; Strazzari
and Tholens 2010).

Groups can circumvent supply problems if they are to obtain plentiful and cost‐free sources
of weapons. One source of abundant arms supplies occurs when state control over weapons
stockpiles collapses (Jackson 2010: 139). State collapse may affect conflict in the country in
which it occurs (such as in Iraq in 2003) or arms may ‘spill over’ into other conflicts (see Bara
2018, or Marsh 2017 concerning the neighbourhood effects of proliferation of arms from
Libya after 2011). Another source of cost‐free weapons is through external support (which
has been examined in general by, for example, Regan 2002, Lyall and Wilson 2009, Aydin
2012; and concerning arms by Bourne 2007; Lockyer 2011; and Moore 2012). An opposition
group that is able to attract significant state sponsorship will be able to acquire large
quantities of arms for little or no financial outlay. Though a condition may be that a group
re‐orientates its ideology or goals in order to meet the requirements of its sponsors (Marsh
2007). The importance of external support closely links intrastate wars to intersate
competition, in which global relations between great powers (and their propensity to
support proxies) influences the dynamics of civil wars (Kalyvas and Balcells 2010).
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The problems faced by opposition groups are compounded by the relative ease by which a
government can obtain arms via the authorized international market. Asymmetry between
state and non‐state forces has been remarked upon by many authors (for examples from
very different perspectives see van Creveld 2008, or Zartman and Rubin 2000). Difficulty in
obtaining weapons is one explanation for persisting military asymmetry even if a non‐state
group is able to attract popular support.

Despite the importance and difficulty of acquiring arms, research on armed conflict has paid
little attention to arms acquisition. To ‘take up arms’ is a common euphemism for conflict
initiation, but as this article shows, doing so may be difficult and costly. As Hazen (2013:11)
remarks, researchers often implicitly assume that “rebel groups can access what they need
and when they need it”. Similarly, the large body of work on rebel financing has paid little
attention to how much a rebellion actually costs (for much more on this point see
Wennman 2009). Research on civil wars would benefit from greater understanding of the
logistics of rebellion, and how the ease or difficulty of mobilizing resources affects, at least,
the duration, intensity and outcome of armed conflict. A priority for future research is to
collect more data on prices with a greater temporal and geographical coverage. More
extensive data would be the best way to further examine and test the findings presented in
this article.

This article shows that the popular assumptions presented in Section 2 should be reversed.
It is not the case that globally abundant and very cheap firearms make it easy for a non‐
state groups to wage warfare. Instead, acquiring arms is usually difficult and costly. Rather
than presenting an image of all conflicts being flooded with arms, members of civil society
and governments could better examine actual levels of arms availability. Doing so would
highlight where and how policies to prevent arms proliferation are working, and attention
could be focussed upon those areas which are most in need.
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Article 5
Reaching for the Gun: Firearms Seizures and Cross‐National Homicide
By Nicholas Marsh
Article to be submitted

This article finds that there is a statistically significant relationship between national
levels of homicide and seizures of firearms. It uses a new dataset covering firearms
seizures by law enforcement in 82 countries to explain cross‐national differences in
homicide. The relationship between homicide and seized firearms is present among
seizures of handguns, but not of long guns; suggesting that arms purchased for
recreation are less involved in homicide. The article advances upon previous
inconclusive cross‐national research that only focused upon overall civilian firearms
possession of all kinds of firearm. This article’s results are explained by assuming that
seizures of firearms are an indicator of the national level of armed criminal activity or
possession of illicit firearms, especially by gangs and other groups involved in criminal
activity. Findings concerning seizures are supported by analysis of a new dataset on the
type of firearm in lawful civilian possession. Lawful ownership of handguns is also
associated with homicide, but the relationship is less clear. Policy implications are that a
focus on firearm regulation be on handguns and potential owners likely to commit
crimes.

1. Introduction
Although hundreds of thousands of people are shot each year, the reasons why some countries
experience far more shootings than others remain poorly understood. It is often claimed in the
media, and in national and international policy debates, that the availability of firearms is an
important reason why some countries experience much higher homicide rates than others.
However, previous cross‐national research has focused upon the number of guns in civilian
possession, a variable which has produced inconsistent and sometimes negative results. It does
not appear to be the case that countries with higher numbers of firearms present in society
consistently have more homicides than countries where there are fewer guns.

This article provides a new perspective on the relationship between firearms and homicide
through analysis of a new cross‐national dataset. Instead of focusing upon the absolute number
1

of firearms in civilian possession, this article uses new data to look at two factors that have
hitherto received very little attention from cross‐national research on homicide: the level of
illicit use of firearms; and the type of firearms in civilian ownership. It appears that what
matters more than the absolute number of guns, is the type of gun and the circumstances in
which they are used. The aim of this article has been to undertake a broad analysis using the
maximum number of countries for which data could be located. In using new data sources, this
article is exploratory, and further data collection and analysis is needed.

This article tests the following hypotheses that within the sample there is a positive relationship
between:
 national levels of homicide and national levels of firearms seizure;
 homicide and seizures of handguns but not of long guns; and
 homicide and the proportion of handguns possessed among all registered firearms.

As is shown in the remainder of this article, all of the hypotheses are supported. There is a
relationship between homicide and the level of seized firearms. Such a relationship is explained
in Section 5, and it can be assumed to be due to seized arms being associated with violent
crime and the level of seizures being a proxy for the ease by which criminal groups can obtain
firearms. There is a lack of state control over the acquisition and possession of firearms which
leads to the existence of a large stock of illicit arms. The annual level of seizures is an indicator
of the overall size of the stock of illicit arms. That stock can easily be acquired by the members
of gangs, organized crime groups, and others involved in violent activities.

Instead of the total number of firearms dispersed through society, a much more important
variable is the ease by which armed groups can acquire firearms. There may be important
differences between the two variables. In particular, in some countries low incomes and
restrictive regulations may result in comparatively low levels of civilian ownership; but porous
borders and inadequate control over government stocks may result in a large stock of illicit
guns that can be accessed by criminal groups.
2

2. Global Homicide
Homicide is “unlawful death purposefully inflicted on a person by another person” that does
not take place as part of military activity in an armed conflict (UNODC 2013: 102). Worldwide,
there were some 437,000 homicides identified as having taken place in 2012 (UNODC 2013)
the last year for which global data is available; and it is the third most common cause of death
of males aged 15‐44 (Butchart and Mikton 2014:vii).

Levels of homicide are not similar between regions or countries, and have not been constant
over time. Scholars have remarked upon a long‐term decline in homicide from the 13th century
in some regions of the world (eg Gurr 1981; Eisner 2001, 2003). For example, in Western
Europe there were around 35 homicides per 100 000 in 1450, the rate had halved one hundred
years later, and by the early 1700s it had dropped to below 5 per 100 000, where it has stayed
ever since (Spirenburg 2012). In 2012 the average homicide rate in North Western Europe is
about 1 per 100 000. The relationship between this decline in homicide in certain countries and
wider historical processes of state formation has been described by several authors (for
example Elias 1978; Giddens 1985; Pinker 2011; Tilly 1985, 2003; and Weber 2015).

Comparatively low levels of homicide, for example below 5 per 100 000, can be found across
developed countries, and in some developing countries. One of the highest homicide rates in
developed countries is found in the USA (4.7 per 100 000). Moreover, some developing
countries have homicide rates that are comparable to North Western European levels, for
example Indonesia at 0.6 per 100 000. Nevertheless, in large parts of the developing world the
homicide is many times higher than it is in developed countries.

Latin America and the Caribbean has repeatedly been highlighted as the region with the highest
levels of homicide in the world, and a comparison can be found in Table 1.
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Table 1 Regional average homicide rates.
Region

Homicide rate per
100 000

Latin America and the Caribbean

24.7

Africa

12.5

North America

4.4

Europe

3.0

Oceania

3.0

Asia

2.9

Source: UNODC 2013; Homicide Monitor project (see annex). Note: North America comprises
the USA, Canada, Greenland and Bermuda.

The long‐term decline in homicide is partial. Overall, Latin America and the Caribbean, and
Africa, have a homicide rate that is roughly equivalent, respectively, to Western Europe in the
1500s and 1600s. Within the other regions some states also had in 2012 homicide rates per
100 000 several times their regional average, for example – Kazakhstan (7.8), Pakistan (7.7),
Papua New Guinea (10.4), Philippines (9.5) or Russia (9.2).

Reducing homicide in all countries to the regional average found in Europe, Oceania or Asia
would lead to a dramatic reduction in global levels of levels of violent death. Understanding the
role of illicit acquisition and possession of arms in explaining why some countries have much
higher levels of homicide than others is the subject of the remainder of this article.

Explaining cross‐national differences in homicide
As summarized by Eisner (2012), reviews of research on cross‐national differences in homicide
find a relationship between homicide rates and inequality and economic development – in that
less unequal and more developed states have lower levels of homicide (see also LaFree 1999
and Trent and Pridemore 2012). But the body of research does not support other commonly
tested independent variables – such as urbanisation, unemployment rates or demographic
4

structure. A relationship between homicide and inequality has not been found by all studies (eg
Neumayer 2003), but Eisner’s summary is supported by Nivette’s (2011) meta‐analysis that
similarly points to homicide being positively associated with income inequality and negatively
associated with proxies for development such as infant mortality, social welfare protection and
Human Development Index score. Other notable findings include the positive correlations
between alcohol (Koeppel, Rheinburger‐Dunn and Mack 2015); and demographic youth bulges
(Rivera 2015).

The majority of cross‐national research on homicide has focussed upon developed countries
(see reviews by Chu and Tusalem 2013: 253; LaFree 1999; Koppel, Rheinburger‐Dunn and Mack
2015). Studies have frequently focussed upon small samples of industrialized states which
precluded examination of states with markedly different levels of homicide. This article adds an
important perspective in that it is one of the few cross national studies that is based upon a
large sample including developing countries (see below for details).

In recent years an increasing number of studies with large sample sizes, and samples that
included developing countries, have been carried out – something partly facilitated by using
more extensive public health data on homicide rather than data from criminal justice sources
(Koppel, Rheinburger‐Dunn and Mack 2015:72).

3. The Role Of Firearms In Explaining Cross‐National Differences In Homicide
The use of firearms or other weapons is frequently mentioned as part of the explanation for
why some societies are so much more violent than others (for example Eisner 2012: 148).
However, cross‐national research hasn’t found a relationship between firearms availability in
studies that include the developing countries with the highest levels of firearm availability.

Globally, firearms are the most common weapon used in homicide. Places with higher levels of
homicide are characterized by a much larger proportion of murders being carried out using
specialized weapons. A UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) report (2013: 15) on global
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homicide states that “Not all homicides involve them, but weapons do play a significant role in
homicide. With their high level of lethality, firearms are the most widely used weapons,
accounting for 4 out of every 10 homicides at the global level.” Furthermore, in the Americas,
the region with the highest level of homicide, “firearms are the most prevalent killing
mechanism” while in Oceania, the region with the lowest level of homicide, sharp objects are
the most widely used weapons in homicides (UNODC 2013: 65). Nowak (2015: 72‐80) similarly
highlights that at a global level there appears to be a threshold effect, in which the highest
national levels of homicide are most often associated with high levels of use of firearms. Among
23 states with 20 or over homicides per 100 000, in 13 states firearms were used in 70 per cent
or more of homicides, and in a further five states firearms were used in over 40 per cent of
homicides.1 Nevertheless, the picture is much more complex with lower levels of homicide, in
which both high and low proportions of firearms are found (Nowak 2015: 78‐80).

Prominent cross national studies are summarised in Table 2. Several authors have found a
positive relationship between firearms availability and absolute levels of homicide.
Nevertheless, such positive findings have usually been based upon a small sample of developed
states. With one exception, studies of larger samples which include developing countries (with
much higher levels of homicide) do not show a significant relationship between firearms
availability and homicide. Importantly, the two papers with the largest samples do not find a
significant relationship between homicide and firearms availability.

Table 2 Summary of recent cross‐national research on firearms and homicide
Study

Sample

Findings

Killias 1993

14 industrialized countries

Significant positive relationships between
the rates of household gun possession
national homicide rate; and proportion of
homicide committed with a gun.

1

Analysis by the author, based upon Nowak (2015).
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Hemenway and

26 industrialized countries

Miller 2000

Significant positive relationship between
firearm availability and homicide rates.
Relationship weaker but still significant if
the USA is removed from the sample.

Killias, Kesteren

21 industrialized countries

Significant positive relationship between

and Rindlisbacher

firearm availability and female homicide

(2001).

victims; no significant relationship with
male homicide victims.

Hoskin 2001

Smith and Stevens

36 industrialized and middle

Significant positive relationship between

income countries

firearm availability and homicide rates.

14 industrialized countries

No significant relationship between

(2003)

firearms availability and overall homicide,
weak but significant positive relationship
between firearms availability and gun
homicide after Estonia was removed from
the sample.

Hemenway,

26 industrialized countries

Significant positive relationship between

Shinoda‐Tagawa,

firearm availability and female homicide

and Miller (2002).

victims. When the USA is removed from
the sample only a relationship with
population weighting.

Kontya and

168 developed and

No significant relationship between

Schaeferb (2012)

developing countries

firearm availability and homicide after
controlling for economic variables.

Altheimer and

43 industrialized and middle

No significant relationship between rates

Boswell (2012).

income countries

of gun possession and homicide rates.
Positive significant correlation in a subset
of 14 countries in North America and
Western Europe, and in a sub‐group of 12

7

Latin American countries. Negative
significant relationship in a sub‐group of
12 East and Central European countries.
Wolf, Gray and

169 developed and

Significant negative relationship between

Fazel (2014)

developing countries

rates of gun possession and homicide
rates worldwide. No relationship after
controlling for other variables.

Firearms availability may explain some of the variation in homicide within a group of fairly
homogeneous developed states (that also have quite similar homicide rates), though not
consistently in all studies. The few studies to look at firearms availability in a large sample of
developing and developed states, with much larger variations in levels of homicide, and which
also include control variables, do not find a statistically significant relationship between
firearms availability and the national homicide rate. Nowak’s (2015: 80) review similarly notes
that “attempts to identify relationships between firearm violence and firearm possession
through cross‐national comparisons have yielded inconclusive results.”

Furthermore, as shown in Table 2, in large samples, the relationship between firearm
availability isn’t just inconclusive, it’s negative. Nowak (2015: 80) highlights “comparatively low”
civilian possession in Central America, South America and the Caribbean (with the highest
homicide levels) and “much higher” possession in Western Europe (which has low homicide
rates). Wolf, Gray and Fazel provide an explanation for the finding that there is a negative
relationship between homicide and firearms possession when they state that “gun ownership
was associated with higher income, which itself was associated with lower homicide levels.”
(2014:225‐6). The most developed countries have both low levels of homicide and affluent
populations that can afford to buy lots of firearms (mainly purchased for hunting, sport and
other forms of recreation).
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There is reason to believe that firearms are part of the explanation as to why there are such
large differences in national homicide rates, but that this relationship is not simply one of ‘more
guns = more homicide’. The nature of this relationship is examined in the next sections.

4. Analysing The Relationship Between Homicide And Firearms Seizures
The most important factor in the relationship between arms and violence is how weapons are
used rather than just whether they are present in society. For example, Eisner (2012:80)
suggests that one difference between societies with high and low levels of violence is that in
the latter “weapons are routinely carried by a significant proportion of men” and a large
proportion of homicides are committed using “specialized instruments”. As noted above, there
is an apparent relationship between the proportion of homicides committed with a firearm and
the countries with the highest levels of homicide. The remainder of this section examines the
cross‐national relationship between homicide and the use of firearms in crime.

Firearms seizures and crime
This article uses data on seizures of firearms by law enforcement officers. It makes a key
contribution to research by using a large data on firearm seizures from a large sample
comprising 82 developed and developing countries.

Much of the data used in this article comes from a UNODC (Karp, Marsh and Ravagli 2015)
study on firearms seizures and trafficking. It included a questionnaire on the most common
criminal offences associated with seized firearms, which provides important insights on the
context in which seizures took place. Replies to a survey on criminal offences associated with all
nationally seized firearms were provided by 19 states to the UNODC, three more provided data
concerning selected major seizures of firearms, and a further five states provided qualitative
assessments of criminal activity associated with seizures. Marsh (2015: 84) summarizes the
information provided:
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Among the states that reported data, there is a clear impression that seized firearms are
associated with an instrumental use of a weapon in criminal activity involving violence
(or at least the threat of violence) – most obviously homicide and robbery, but also
membership of organized crime groups or activities often associated with them such as
or drug trafficking or other forms of smuggling.

Analysis of the three most common offences reported by those 19 governments (some did not
report more than three) shows that the most frequently mentioned are those that are likely to
directly involve criminal violence (in alphabetical order): homicide, illicit use of a firearm,
participation in organised crime group, robbery or theft. The next most common type of
offences concerns illicit trafficking: of drugs or firearms, customs violations, possession of goods
for the purpose of illicit trafficking, and smuggling. The third type of offence concerns carrying
or owning firearms without the legal authority to do so. The fourth most common type of
offence concerns illicitly manufacturing firearms or unlawfully modifying serial numbers or
other identifying marking. Finally, terrorist offences were the least likely to be specified, they
were only reported by two states (Turkey and Greece).

Data on national firearms seizures is further examined in the annex. The level of seizures could
be due to the level of illicit use or possession of firearms, the effectiveness of police or other
agencies, or the overall level of firearms possession in a country. The annex examines these
possibilities and finds that there is a low level of correlation between seizures and government
effectiveness or civilian possession. Neither could be substituted for the rate of firearms
seizure, which is best explained by the level of illicit use or possession.

Prior research using firearms seizure data
The use of firearms seizure data in this article builds upon earlier research that has focused
upon the USA, or occasionally a small number of countries. Its use in this article provides a new
approach to cross‐national research in homicide.
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Analysis of seized firearms forms a key part of criminal intelligence gathering by law
enforcement. Data from guns that have been seized and subsequently traced can reveal the
routes and methods used by firearms traffickers. Such data is used by the USA’s Crime Gun
Intelligence Centre in Chicago, and similar analysis is also carried out and recommended by
INTERPOL. EUROPOL (2010) recommends that in order to reduce the ‘intelligence gap’
concerning illicit firearms trafficking, national authorities should prioritize the detailed
“recording of the quantity and types of illegal firearms seized in law enforcement operations, as
well as those recovered in interdictions of multi‐commodity shipments (e.g. in drug trafficking
operations).” Data on seized firearms that have been traced has been selected as the indicator
for monitoring progress in achieving the UN Sustainable Development Goal 16.3, which includes
a commitment to reduce illicit arms trafficking. Analysis of data on seized firearms has also
been published by national authorities and regional organizations, for example EU Commission
(2014), and the US Congressional Research Service (Chu and Krouse 2009).

Many articles have been published by academic researchers that employ data on seized
firearms. For example, Dube, Dube and García‐Ponce (2013) use data on firearms seized in
Mexico to show that the expiration of the USA’s federal ban on sales of assault weapons was
associated with both increased homicide in Mexico and increased seizures of rifles by Mexican
authorities. Other research examining illicit arms flows from the USA to Mexico that uses
seizure data can be found in Kuhn and Bunker (2011), McDougal et al (2015), and Schroeder
(2014); and on Canada, the USA and Mexico by Cook, Cukier and Krause (2009).

Tens of publications using data on seized and traced firearms to analyse illicit markets in the
USA have been written over decades (for example Cook and Braga 2001, Moore 1981, Zimring
1976). The preponderance of articles on that country reflects the wider US‐centric focus of
research on firearms and violence (see Greene and Marsh 2012b: 82‐3). There has been a
methodological debate over the use of seizure and trace data to analyse illicit market dynamics
(see Wellford, Pepper and Petrie 2004: 40); though Braga et al (2012) conclude that new data
shows that criticism by gun rights groups of the use of gun seizure data is not warranted.
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Outside of North America there is much less research that uses firearms seizures to draw wider
conclusions about crime or violence. The handful of papers that exist can mostly be found on
other parts of the Americas: Aguirre et al (2009) examine the effect of government policies on
the criminal use of firearms in Bogotá, Colombia; and Dreyfus and Marsh (2006) examine likely
cross‐border sources of illicit firearms seized in Rio de Janeiro. Most notably Gilgen (2012) looks
at seizure data from seven countries (Costa Rica, Brazil, Ecuador, Jamaica, Guatemala, Mexico
and Panama), and examines trends in illicit firearms use and acquisition in Latin America and
the Caribbean. Other examples from outside the Americas include Bricknell (2012) who
examines the market for illicit firearms in Australia, and Schroeder (2013) who examines data
on firearms seized in the Philippines. To sum up, there is an existing body of research using gun
seizure data, but almost all of it has focused upon seizures in single countries.

Data sources used
This article is primarily based upon a new dataset on firearms seizures in 82 countries, and data
on lawful firearms possession in 34 countries.2 The process of collecting and collating that data
is presented in the accompanying annex. In addition, pre‐existing data is also used concerning
control variables, including those related to homicide, development, inequality, firearms
possession, and population structure. The data collection on which this article is based would
not have been feasible before the completion in 2015 of a major UNODC study on firearms
seizures and trafficking, and the inclusion of a question on seizures in the template for
reporting on national implementation of the UN Programme of Action on the illicit trade in
small arms and light weapons (for more information see the annex).

2

The dataset is available on the PRIO web site.
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Examining the relationship between firearms seizures and homicide
This section tests the hypothesis that there is a positive relationship between national levels of
homicide and national levels of firearms seizure. The firearms seizure variable is the number of
firearms reported seized per 100 000 population. The analysis uses OLS regression with the
homicides per 100 000 as the dependant variable in a sample of 82 countries. In addition to
testing the relationship between homicide and seizures, a series of models introduce five
control variables (see the annex for a description on data sources used).

Description of the models
Model 1 reflects pre‐existing research and tests within the sample used in this article the two
variables found (see section 3) to be consistently related to homicide in pre‐existing research –
GINI coefficient is used as a proxy for inequality and GDP per capita for development.

Model 2 examines a bivariate relationship between homicide and the level of seized firearms.
Model 3 introduces control variables concerning development and inequality (as mentioned
above in section 2 they have been found in previous research to be relevant). The GDP per
capita data was not log transformed as, as mentioned in the annex, there is a threshold effect
whereby the 30 states with the highest level of development all have low levels of homicide.
However, below that threshold there isn’t a relationship between homicide and development.

Model 4 controls for the level of civilian firearms possession, to examine whether the level of
firearms seizure is simply a consequence of the overall national level of gun ownership.

Model 5 examines firearms seizures, and control variables concerning firearms possession,
development and inequality. This model tests whether the relationship between homicide and
firearms seizures can better be explained by GDP per capita, inequality or overall civilian
firearms possession.
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Model 6 adds two further control variables: alcohol consumption per capita, and the proportion
of the adult population that is aged between 15 and 29. Both of alcohol consumption and yoth
bulges have been found in previous cross national research (see section 2 above) to be related
to homicide.

Model 7 removes the firearm possession variable. As noted below, the relationship between
homicide and firearms possession in the models is complex, and so model 7 offers a more
simplified explanation for variation in the cross national homicide rate.

The results are presented in Table 3. Data for every country is not available for all variables so
there is a small change in the size of the sample.

Table 3 the relationship between homicide and independent variables
Model no.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

N

80

82

80

79

79

72

73

0.155**

0.162**

0.049

0.059

0.051

‐0.000**

‐0.000~

‐0.000

‐0.000*

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.479**

0.671***

0.707*** 0.461**

0.150

0.153

0.177

Firearms
seized
Coefficient

0.160** 0.154** 0.202*** 0.146**

Standard error

0.052

0.049

0.054

GDP per capita
Coefficient

‐0.000*

Standard error 0.000
GINI
coefficient
Coefficient

0.579***

Standard error 0.155

0.165

Firearms
possession
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Coefficient

‐0.316** ‐0.172

‐0.267~

Standard error

0.114

0.129

0.108

Alcohol
consumption
Coefficient

1.029.*

0.930*

Standard error

0.438

0.430

Coefficient

0.546*

0.660**

Standard error

0.209

0.218

0.477

0.412

Per cent youth

R squared

0.226

0.105

0.316

0.175

0.398

Note: ~p≤ 0.1; *p≤ 0.05; **p≤ 0.01, ***p≤ 0.001

Discussion of the models
The results presented in Table 3 support the hypothesis that within the sample there is a
positive relationship between national levels of homicide and national levels of firearms
seizure.

Model 1 shows that the sample reflects previous research in that there is a relationship
between homicide and proxies for development and inequality. Model 2 shows that in a
bivariate regression homicide is significantly and positively correlated with firearms seizures.
The value of R squared in Model 2, at .105, is not particularly high. But it is not dissimilar to that
found in a global sample of 166 observations of bivariate analysis for each of GINI coefficient,
GDP per capita or HDI score (respectively .127, .066, and .051).3 The firearms seizure variable
explains a similar level of variation in homicide as do other variables established in earlier
research.

3

Bivariate OLS regression performed by the author on a sample of 166 countries with homicide
as the independent variable.
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In all the six models in which it was present, the firearms seizure variable was consistently
positive, had a similar standard error, and p was consistently below .01. In six of those seven
models, the firearms seizure variable’s coefficient was similar (and in model four it is not
dramatically higher). Model four is remarkable in other respects and is examined in greater
detail below.

The positive relationships shown in Table 3 between homicide and GINI coefficient, and
negative with GDP per capita, are in accord with prior research (which suggests that homicide is
higher in more unequal and less developed countries). Both produced fairly consistent results
in all the models where they were included (though in models 5 and 6 GDP per capita dropped
below the .05 threshold for statistical significance).

In line with earlier research, a bivariate examination of homicide and civilian firearms
possession (not shown in Table 3) shows a negative relationship between homicide and civilian
firearms possession (guns per 100 population), but without statistical significance. Notably, the
relationship between homicide and firearms possession is statistically significant in Model 4
that also includes firearms seizures. In addition, R squared in Model 4 is higher than in Model 2,
and R squared is higher in Model 6 compared to Model 7. However, similar increases in R
squared are not found when firearms possession is present without firearms seizures. This
suggests that there is a combined effect among firearms seizures and firearms possession, in
which homicide is related to countries with high levels of seizures and low levels of possession.
This is examined in greater detail below.

Several additional variables were tested and found not to affect the relationship between
homicide and firearms seizures. The above models were all tested with both GDP per capita and
HDI score, there was also a negative relationship between homicide and HDI score, but GDP per
capita was found to give much more consistent results, so GDP per capita was used as the
proxy for development. The government effectiveness variable mentioned in the annex had a
statically significant negative relationship with homicide. However, this disappeared in models
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where GDP per capita was included. As the two are likely to be closely linked only GDP per
capita was used. A national ethnic fractionalization variable was tested as it may have been
linked to gang membership, but when included it had no effect upon the above models.

The existence of armed conflict was tested to see whether it might better explain the level of
firearm seizures. Dummy variables were tested concerning: the existence of an armed conflict
in the country between 2009‐2014; the existence of armed conflict in the past within 10 or 20
years (at thresholds of 25 and 1 000 battle deaths); and the existence of an armed conflict in a
neighbouring country (during 2009‐2014 and in the past within 10 or 20 years). None of the
conflict variables had any notable effect upon the above models. In addition, Russia (a conflict
country) has borders with many countries such as Finland that are far removed from the
conflicts in the North Caucuses. But even after Russia was removed, the neighbouring country
variable still had no effect.

The lack of a relationship between conflict and either homicide or firearms seizures can partly
be explained by the composition of the sample, which only includes eight countries in which
there was an armed conflict during 2009‐2014.4 In addition, and as noted above, during the
period covered by this study, homicide likely accounted for some ten times more direct violent
deaths than did warfare. Overall in the sample, warfare may well not have had a strong enough
effect to influence the level of firearms seizures, which may well have been affected much
more by patterns in criminality. For example, one of the highest levels of both homicide and
seizures in the sample can be found in Jamaica, a country that has not experienced warfare
within living memory, and as an island is less vulnerable to the spill over effects of warfare in a
neighbour.

4

The eight countries in the sample experiencing armed conflict are: Colombia, India, Iraq,
Pakistan, Peru, Philippines, Russia and Turkey.
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The firearms seizure variable had a statistically significant and positive relationship with
homicide when it was combined in a model with any of the above variables concerning conflict,
government effectiveness, HDI index score, and ethnic fractionalization.

Two conclusions can be drawn from the above models. First, at least within the 82 countries
included in the sample, there is a consistent, positive and significant relationship between
homicide and firearms seizures. Adding the firearms seizure variable explains about 10 per cent
the variation in homicide, but given the extent of global homicide, explaining even that
proportion has great policy relevance. An explanation for the relationship is in Section 5.

Second, within the sample, there is some evidence that national variations in homicide are
partly explained by a combined effect between firearms seizures and the overall level of civilian
firearms possession. It is unlikely that the two variables can be substituted for each other (see
the annex, and moreover concerning homicide there is a positive relationship with firearms
seizures, and negative with firearms possession). Lower levels of overall firearms possession in
combination with higher levels of firearm seizures are together associated with higher levels of
homicide. This apparent relationship is examined in more detail later in section 5.

How robust and generalizable are these findings?
The results presented in Table 3 have been comprehensively tested. They are not affected by
the removal of a possible outlier. The positive relationship between homicide and seizures
remains after the composition of the sample has been changed in several ways. A small
number of exceptional states, with high levels of seizures and low levels of homicide, can be
explained.

The scatterplot of the relationship between homicide and seizures presented in Figure 1 shows
one country – Honduras–with exceptionally high homicide and a high level of firearms seizures.
As it might be considered to be an outlier Models 1‐7 were re‐analysed without Honduras, but
without a notable change to any of the results.
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Figure 1 Scatterplot displaying data on homicide and firearms seizures
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Figure 1 shows a cluster of five countries with relatively low levels of homicide (all are below 5
per 100 000) and high levels of seizures (above 50 per 100 000) that is notable and deserves
further explanation. Two of the group have some of the highest levels of civilian possession in
the world, (Canada and the USA, for Canada see Table 6). High levels of firearm possession in
such countries are partly due to a large number of households that contain a firearm, but also
due to large numbers of firearms within each household. For example, within the USA it has
been estimated that in households where firearms are present, the mean number of guns is
eight (Ingrahm 2015). If all guns in a house were to be seized, the number of seizures from a
single US household would be far higher than from a country in which one or two firearms
might typically be present, something which may explain the high level of seizures. Importantly,
there are no examples of countries with a high level of homicide and exceptionally low levels of
seizures.
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Three further countries with exceptionally high seizures and low homicide are located in former
war zones or near active conflicts (Montenegro, Kosovo and Saudi Arabia). The high level of
seizures in Montenegro and Kosovo may well represent the sweeping up of illicitly held
firearms that were dispersed throughout the civilian population during the wars in the former‐
Yugoslavia. Similarly seizures in Saudi Arabia may reflect spill over from armed conflict in
neighbouring Yemen, Iraq and the Sinai peninsula. While the existence of warfare didn’t have
overall effect on the sample, it is likely that it explains the high level of seizures in these three
countries.

Eight countries were excluded from the sample because sources did not explicitly specify that
data only concerned firearms (Bulgaria for example defined the seizures as being ‘Illegally
owned SALW [Small arms and Light Weapons]’).5 When data from those eight countries is
included in the sample (as it is likely that all, or the great majority, of seizures actually
concerned firearms and not light weapons) the results in models 1‐7 are basically unchanged.

As noted in the annex, some states do not publish comprehensive national homicide statistics.
Instead the homicide figure used comes from estimates published by the UNODC (2013). Within
the sample homicide figures for 16 countries were based upon such estimates.6 A re‐analysis of
models 1‐7 with those 16 excluded from the sample unsurprisingly caused some changes, but in
all of the re‐analysed models there was a positive and statistically significant relationship
between homicide and firearms seizures.

The UNODC (Karp, Marsh and Ravagli 2015) report on firearms seizures and trafficking notes
that in some countries there are large year on year changes in seizures, particularly concerning
ammunition. Such variation could be obscured by the six year average used for national seizure
5

The countries that had been excluded from the sample are Albania, Australia, Bulgaria,
Grenada, Kazakhstan, Moldova, Namibia and Tanzania. In the case of Australia data was
excluded as there was uncertainty over the correct figure.
6
The 16 countries whose homicide figures are based upon estimates are: Angola, Botswana,
Burkina Faso, Burundi, Ghana, Iraq, Kuwait, Madagascar, Malaysia, Maldives, Marshall Islands,
Mozambique, Niger, Saudi Arabia Tunisia, Togo.
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data. As global homicide data is only available for two years (2010 and 2012) the data was split
into two periods (2009‐2011 and 2012‐2014) and for each period models 1‐7 above were
independently re‐analysed. Concerning the 2012 and 2010 periods with 66 and 63 countries in
the sample respectively, there was not an important change to the results presented in Table 3,
and in all models there remained a statistically significant positive relationship between
homicide and firearms seizures.

Forty‐one members of the sample have low homicide rates of below 5 per 100 000. As can be
seen in Figure 1 they also tend to have low levels of firearm seizures. Those 41 countries were
removed from the sample to test whether the relationship was driven by countries with low
homicide rates. The remaining sample of 41 ‘high’ homicide states was used to test models 2‐7
(above). There was a statistically significant positive relationship between homicide and
firearms seizures when models 2, 3, 4 and 5 were re‐analysed. When the alcohol consumption
and youth control variables were added in models 7 and 8 the firearms seizures positive
coefficient remained, but it crossed over the 0.05 threshold of statistical significance.

The above robustness checks demonstrate that the statistically significant positive relationship
between homicide and firearm seizures is not solely present in a single sample. Overall there is
a consistent relationship between homicide and firearms seizures, and the combined effect
found in Model 4 remains, after multiple changes to the composition of the sample.

One should be cautious about generalizing findings from a sample of 82 countries to the rest of
the world. As mentioned in the annex, adding additional data sources reduces the problem that
the UNODC study is made up of a self‐selecting group of participating states. Nevertheless, the
sample is still self‐selecting to a certain degree in that it is based upon those governments that
collated and reported data (in a format that was identified by the author).

It could be the case that lack of reporting of national seizure data is associated with the least
developed states (which lack the capacity to collect the data). There is some evidence that all
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types of states are affected by reporting problems. Marsh (2015: 85‐86) notes that one finding
from the UNODC study is that many states lacked the procedures and mechanisms to be able to
collect and report national data on firearms seizures, and that, “The Study is suggestive of
problems in data collection and analysis being experienced by developed and developing
countries alike, but with the necessary capacity more likely to be lacking in the least developed
countries.”

Nevertheless, there is some evidence that reporting problems do affect the least developed
countries. The Human Development Report categorizes states as belonging to the following
groups: ‘very high human development’, ‘high human development’ and ‘medium human
development’, and ‘low human development’. A comparison between the distribution in the
Human Development Report categories and in the sample used in this article is shown in Table
4.

Table 4 comparison between the sample and Human Development Report categories.

Number in the

Very high human

High human

Medium human

Low human

development

development

development

development

47, 25%

47, 25%

47, 25%

46, 25%

25, 30%

25, 30%

17, 21%

11, 13%

HDI and
percentage
Number in
sample and
percentage
Note: Puerto Rico, Taiwan, Kosovo, and the Marshall Islands were included in the sample but do
not have a score in the Human Development Report.

The sample used in this article has proportionally fewer states with the lowest HDI ranking. For
the other three categories the sample broadly reflects the global population. It is then
consistent with an assumption that a greater number of the least developed countries may lack
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the national capacity to collect and report firearms seizure data. It remains to be seen whether
adding data on seizures and other variables from all countries, and over a longer period, would
alter the findings presented in this article. Overall, though, while least developed countries are
underrepresented, they still form an important part of the sample.

There are though indications that the sample used in this article resembles the global
population in other ways. In particular, in both the sample used in this article and in a global
sample of 165 countries7 there is a statistically significant relationship between homicide and
GDP per Capita and GINI coefficient in the year 2012 (see model 1 in Table 3); and in both the
civilian firearms possession variable produces a negative coefficient which is not significant.
Furthermore, it is worth noting that the 82 countries in the sample used in this article have a
combined population of some 5.1 billion (or 71 per cent of global population); and many of the
countries with the largest population are those whose levels of firearms seizures and homicide
fit onto the trend line (eg Bangladesh, Brazil, China, Japan, India, Mexico, Pakistan, Russia). It is
of course possible that data from more countries or years may affect the relationships
presented in this section, but at least concerning homicide in 2012, the observed relationship
within the sample concerned the great majority of the human population.

5. Homicide, Handguns And Long Guns
This section provides evidence supporting the earlier assumption that overall firearms seizures
are a proxy for general criminal activity with firearms. It shows that homicide is particularly
associated with seizures off hand guns, a type of firearm more likely to be used in crime. In
addition, Section 4 presented a combined effect of firearms seizures and possession. This
relationship is explained by the proportion of handguns in civilian possession.

This section examines the relationship between homicide and seizures of two different types of
firearm: handguns or pistols and revolvers; and long guns, which are rifles and shot guns not

7

Analysis by the author.
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made to military specifications. First, it tests two hypotheses: (1) that there is a significant
relationship between homicide and seizures of handguns, and (2) that there is not a significant
relationship between homicide and seizures of long guns. These hypotheses are based upon an
assumption that handguns are more likely to be acquired for personal protection (to protect
the owner from crime or to participate in crime) whereas long guns are more likely to be
acquired by people for hunting or recreation.

Next, the article finds supporting evidence from data on lawful possession of firearms. In some
countries with high levels of civilian possession and low levels of homicide, handguns make up
only a small proportion of civilian firearms possession (the majority being shotguns or rifles
used for hunting or sport shooting). Finally, it tests the hypothesis (3) that there is a significant
relationship between homicide and the proportion of handguns possessed among all registered
firearms.

Gilgen (2012: 26‐8) notes that in Costa Rica, Ecuador and Honduras, handguns (pistols and
revolvers) are by far the most common firearm used in homicide. As with other aspects of
firearms and homicide, there is a long history of research on the United States that focuses
upon handguns being much more likely to be used to commit violence than other types of
firearm (for example see Browning 1976, Loftin et al 1991, or Cummings et al 1997).
Significantly, van Kesteren (2014) examines data from the International Criminal Victimization
Survey and finds that in a dataset containing 50 developed countries there is a significant
positive national level relationship between rates of handgun possession and victimization by
gun related crime. Marsh (2015:84), discussing data reported by 35 states to the UNODC study,
notes that:

Among all these states, handguns (pistols and revolvers) were the type most frequently
reported as being seized, and were the most common type seized in 21 states. In
addition, in most of the states with the highest absolute seizures of all firearms types,
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handguns were the most prevalent. Seizures of over 10,000 handguns per year were
reported in Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala and Mexico.

The association between handguns and crime is based upon their physical properties. Their
small size means that they can easily be concealed or carried about the person, and a pistol or
revolver is designed to be able to rapidly fire rounds in quick succession. In contrast, a rifle or
shotgun is too large to be easily concealed and is awkward to carry (a method sometimes used
by criminals intending to use a shotgun in crime is to saw off most of the barrel and so create a
much more useful weapon). In many countries civilian possession of semi‐automatic rifles or
‘pump action’ shotguns is tightly regulated or prohibited, and so commonly available long guns
need to be manually reloaded.

The hypothesis that there is a relationship between homicide and handgun seizures, but not
with long gun seizures, is tested in seven models that are summarized in Table 5. A subset of
the sample was used was used as not all states disaggregated their seizure data.

Table 5 the relationship between homicide and independent variables, including seizures of
handguns or long guns; the dependent variable is homicide.
Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Model 6

Handguns

Handguns

Handguns

Long guns

Long guns

Long guns

52

50

48

49

47

46

seizures

.347***

.441***

.242**

.043

.135

.082

Coefficient

.091

.090

.081

.128

.136

.124

N
Firearms

Standard error
GDP per capita
Coefficient

‐.000*

‐.000

Standard error

.000

.000

GINI coefficient
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Coefficient

.240

.285

Standard error

.154

.178

Firearms
possession
Coefficient

‐.319**

‐.220

Standard error

.099

.131

Alcohol
consumption
Coefficient
Standard error

1.178

.134~

.481

.581

Per cent youth
Coefficient

1.010***

1.280***

Standard error

.247

.270

R squared

.253

.364

.586

.002

0.06

.484

Note: ~p≤ 0.1; *p≤ 0.05; **p≤ 0.01, ***p≤ 0.001

Model 1 shows that there is a positive and statistically significant relationship between
homicide and handgun seizures. It remains after controlling for civilian firearms possession
(Model 2) and for GDP per capita, inequality, alcohol consumption and youth (Model 3). Model
2 shows that the combined effect mentioned above concerning seizures and firearms
possession is also present when seizures of handguns are examined (R squared is increased and
both variables are statistically significant).

Models 4‐6 show that as hypothesized there is not a significant relationship between homicide
and seizures of long guns. The low R squared in models 4 and 5 suggests that long gun seizures
do not explain any cross‐national variation in homicide. These results confirm hypotheses (1)
and (2), there is a significant positive relationship between homicide and handgun seizures, and
not one with long gun seizures.
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Overall, handguns account for a majority of all firearms seized in the 51 countries for which
disaggregated data was available. It is therefore possible that in the earlier analysis of 82
countries, the significant positive relationship between homicide and firearm seizures was
actually based upon seizures of handguns, with the long guns adding noise to the data.

The distinction between handguns and long guns is also relevant to the above mentioned
negative relationship between homicide and civilian possession of firearms. In some countries
there is a clear difference between levels of possession of handguns and long guns. Tables 6
and 7 illustrate states with low levels of homicide, high levels of civilian possession of firearms,
and a low proportion of handgun ownership; and conversely high levels of homicide, low levels
of civilian firearms possession and high proportions of handgun ownership. The source of the
data is described in the annex.

Table 6 selected countries with low handgun proportion, low homicide and high firearms
ownership
Country

Registered

Homicide

Firearms

Firearms possession

handgun per cent

per 100 000

possession per 100

world ranking

Canada

3.9

1.6

30.8

13

Finland

15.94

1.6

45.3

4

Iceland

4.72

0.3

30.3

15

New

3.29

0.9

22.6

22

7.4

0.9

31.6

10

Zealand
Sweden

Table 7 selected countries with high handgun proportion high homicide and low firearms
ownership
Country

Registered

Homicide

Firearms

Firearms possession

handgun per cent

rate per 100

possession per 100

world ranking

000
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Colombia

77.46

33.8

5.9

91

Dominican

87.31

23.4

5.1

99

El Salvador

75.67

35.7

5.8

92

Mexico

39.7

23.5

15

42

Nicaragua

54.34

12

7.7

77

Republic

The absolute number of registered firearms is not a good guide to overall availability as the
figure does not include illicit firearms. What is used here is the proportion of handguns. This
proportion is assumed to be indicative of the type of demand for firearms within a country.
High proportions of registered handguns suggest that the main form of demand for firearms is
for personal protection (or even for the guns to be used offensively). Conversely, high
proportions of long gun ownership suggests that the main form of demand is for guns to be
used in recreation. An OLS regression was carried out to analyse the relationship between
homicide and the proportion of handgun ownership, and possession of all types of firearms.
The results are presented in Table 8.

Table 8, the relationship between homicide (dependent variable), the proportion of firearms
ownership, and firearms possession.

n

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

34

34

34

34

Proportion of registered
firearms that are handguns
Coefficient

.155**

.139**

.097

Standard error

.055

.052

.069

Firearm possession
Coefficient

‐.378*

‐.327*

‐.172

Standard error

.152

.140

.152

GDP per capita
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Coefficient

.000

Standard error

.000

GINI coefficient
Coefficient

.427

Standard error

.241

R squared

.201

.161

.320

.402

Note: *p≤ 0.05; **p≤ 0.01,
Given the small sample size the results shown in Table 8 are at best indicative of a similar
relationship between handguns and homicide as is shown in Table 5. In this relatively small
sample there is a positive relationship between homicide and the proportion of registered
firearms that are handguns (Model 1); and a negative relationship between homicide and
overall firearms possession (Model 2). Model 3 shows evidence for the combined effects noted
above in tables 3 and 5. These results suggest the relationship shown in tables 6 and 7 between
homicide and the proportion of registered firearms that are handguns can be found within the
sample of 31 countries.

However, in Model 4 the addition of control variables for GDP and GINI did not produce a
statistically significant relationship for any of the variables. The results in Models 1 and 3 are
consistent with the hypothesis that handguns are particularly associated with homicide, and
support van Kesteren’s (2014) findings, but Model 4 suggests that the relationship between
homicide and lawful ownership of handguns is still tentative.

To sum up Section 4, there is evidence from the two samples presented in tables 5 and 8 that a
specific type of firearm – handguns – is especially associated with homicide. Seizures of
handguns are significantly and positively related with homicide while long guns are not.
Furthermore, the role of handguns explains why in some models including firearms seizures
overall civilian firearms possession is negatively related to homicide. It is likely that the
explanation for this effect is that countries with high levels of civilian possession and low
homicide rates are where the great majority of firearms owned are long guns that are used for
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hunting and sport; and where handgun ownership is rare. In such locations firearms are
purchased for recreation rather than protection. As is the case for many other products, high
ownership of firearms acquired for recreation is partly a consequence of affluence (see above).

Given the smaller size of the two samples these findings are more indicative than conclusive.
They do however point toward the role of firearms as an independent variable in explaining
homicide. The type of firearm matters, and the context in which it is used. In particular, among
the members of the sample, it appears that the criminal use of handguns is associated with
homicide.

It is possible that other types of firearms may be particularly associated with homicide in
certain countries. In areas in or close to active armed conflicts, and where open carrying of
larger weapons is not prevented by law enforcement, the proliferation of military style fully
automatic rifles (such as the Kalashnikov) may mean that they are also associated with
homicide. In addition, as noted by Squires (2014), in some countries semi‐automatic versions of
military rifles are increasingly being owned by civilians. In both cases, as with hand guns, the
rifle being acquired was originally designed to kill people. It is though important to note that
these rifles may augment rather than replace handguns as a firearm used in criminality. In both
the USA, where semi‐automatic rifles are readily available for lawful civilian purchase, and in
Pakistan where Kalashnikovs are often said to be widespread, it remains the case that a
majority of reported seizures were of handguns.

5. Conclusions, Causality and Policy Implications
Using new and innovative data sources this article presents clear evidence of the role of
firearms in explaining cross‐national variations in homicide. It shows that within the sample
there is a positive relationship between homicide and firearms seizures which explains about 10
per cent of the cross national variation in homicide (and by adding variables for development
and inequality we can explain about 40 per cent). This relationship is robust and remains
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consistent after the inclusion of control variables in different models, and changes to the
composition of the sample. This article presents an advance in our understanding of national
variations in homicide. Instead of comparing the total number of firearms in a country, it is
much more fruitful to examine different types of firearms and the context in which they are
used.

This article builds upon previous cross‐national research concerning violent crime that focuses
upon the criminal use of firearms (especially van Kesteren 2014). A small number of firearms,
particularly handguns, in the hands of members of groups involved in criminal activity are likely
to have much more of an effect upon national homicide levels than a much larger number of
shotguns or rifles that have been acquired for recreation.

Seized firearms, of course, do not in themselves kill anyone. The findings in this article are
explained by the level of firearms seizure being proxy for the level of illicit acquisition, use and
possession of firearms. In the countries with high levels of homicide and high levels of seizures,
guns are seized because they have been discovered when they are being smuggled, because
they are used in crimes like drug trafficking, or because unlawfully held weapons are discovered
by the authorities. This explanation is supported by the relationship between homicide and
seizures being strongest concerning handguns – weapons much more likely to be acquired for
use in acts of violence than long guns which are usually more suited for recreation.

Cross‐national studies on homicide that solely focus upon the total number of guns present in a
society conflate arms that are acquired for possible use in violence with those firearms bought
as a piece of sports equipment (or other forms of recreation). It is possible, to a certain degree,
to disaggregate guns acquired for violence. By focusing upon seizures, this article does not
focus upon all those arms in society that have been lawfully acquired, possessed and used.
Such weapons could still be used in crime, for example in incidents of domestic violence,
changes in the law may render lawfully acquired firearms unlawful, and lawfully held weapons
are sometimes seized by police and later returned. These points are though just caveats.
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Overall, guns acquired by people involved in illicit and often violent activities (such as gangs
involved in the drug trade) are far more likely to be used to kill than guns acquired by law
abiding householders for use in recreation.

Concerning the direction of causality, within the short period covered by the sample, one can
assume that the level of illicitly acquired, used or owned firearms affects the level of homicide,
and not the other way round. The level of seizures is assumed to be an indicator of the overall
level of illicit acquisition, possession and use of firearms in a country. A country with a high
level of seizures would usually have a much higher level of illicit acquisition, possession or use
than a country with a low level of seizures. Only a small proportion of the national stock of illicit
arms could be seized each year (similar assumptions are made concerning the relationship
between seizures of illicit drugs and overall levels of drug use). Therefore, it is very unlikely that
across the sample over the period 2009‐2014 there would be dramatic changes in the size of
the national stock of illicit arms, nor of the extent and activities of groups involved in violent
crime (dramatic changes such as a state collapse are rare). Instead, the seizure data is an
indicator of the cross‐national differences in the size of the stock of illicit firearms.

Nevertheless, over the long term, causality may be more complex. The use of firearms in
homicide or other acts of violence, or even the perception that they may be used, can engender
insecurity and so stimulate demand for guns (Greene and Marsh 2012c). Homicide may
encourage other people to acquire guns. Over a longer period than is covered by the sample,
the stock of arms used by people in criminal acts may increase as homicide prompts people to
arm themselves. Countries experiencing high level of violence may well develop patterns of
behaviour mentioned by Eisner (2012), in which young men in particular routinely carry
weapons. Such routine carrying of firearms by gang members or other people likely to be
involved in unlawful violence is likely to lead to both high levels of homicide and firearm
seizures. A handgun in the pocket is far more likely to be used than one stored safely at home.
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By focusing upon arms that were illicitly used or acquired this article concerns those arms that
are not controlled by the state via regulation. Governments try to prevent their citizens from
illicitly obtaining and using arms, setting clear legal boundaries between licit and illicit use and
ownership, and investigating arms trafficking. The existence of high levels of seizures of illicit
firearms is indicative of the miss‐functioning of an important element of governance and
ultimately a lack of control over arms by the state or alternative forms of authority (Greene and
Marsh 2012a).

In using new data sources, this article is exploratory. Further data collection and analysis is
needed to test the relationship between illicit arms and homicide. A priority for future research
is to collect further data on firearms seizures – if possible disaggregated into different weapon
types – covering both more countries and over a longer period. The cross‐national relationship
highlighted in this article can be re‐tested and better understood through subsequent studies.
In addition to more cross‐national studies, it would also be fruitful to examine relationships
between seizures, crime and homicide within countries, especially developing countries with
high levels of homicide.

This article has two policy implications. First, in order to prevent homicide the priority for
firearms regulation should to be the acquisition and possession of firearms, especially
handguns, by people most likely to be involved in crime. That assumption may seem intuitive,
but implementing it requires setting‐up a firearm licensing system which is based upon
individual risk assessments. Such a system exists only partially in the United States, and has
been controversial elsewhere as gun rights activists argue for fewer regulations (Squires 2014).
Second, as important as the existence of adequate regulations is the capacity of police and
other law enforcement agencies. Improving that capacity in countries affected by fragility often
requires effective multi‐level governance, which involves state agencies, informal authority, and
international support (see Greene and Marsh 2012a).
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ANNEX: DATA SOURCES USED
Firearms Seizures
The firearms seizure variable used in this article is the average number of firearms seized
per 100 000 population over the period 2009 – 2014. An annual average over that period
has been used in order to provide a comparable figure as not all countries in the sample
reported data over every year (some reported data for every year of the above period, some
for several years, and some for one year only). The period 2009‐2014 was chosen for two
reasons. Global homicide data is only available for the years 2010 and 2012, and as
mentioned below, several data sources have recently been produced. Previously there has
not been enough data to conduct the research presented in this article.

The largest part of the data on firearms seizures is drawn from a five year research project
on firearms trafficking and seizures carried out by the UN Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC) that took place between 2010 and 2015. The author of this article was employed
by the UNODC to work as a consultant on the project. The outcome study (Karp, Marsh and
Ravagli 2015) is based upon responses by national governments to a detailed questionnaire
sent out by the UNODC on seized firearms and the identity and methods of firearms
traffickers. Information was provided by 48 states and as such it is by far the largest study
on firearms seizures and trafficking conducted so far. In addition to a description of
methods used found in the UNODC study, a lengthy discussion on the methods and sources
used can also be found in Marsh (2015a: 73‐77). Of the 48 states that provided information,
comparable national data on firearms seizures was available from 38 states.1 The data
provided by those 38 states was provided by national police authorities. In addition, two
states, Russian and Sweden, provided data to the UNODC on firearms seized by national
customs services, and that data has not been used in the analysis presented in this article

1

The 38 states that provided data on firearms seizures to the UNODC Study are: Argentina;
Brazil; Burkina Faso; Chile; Colombia; Costa Rica; Czech Republic; Dominican Republic;
Ecuador; El Salvador; Estonia; Finland; France; Germany; Ghana; Greece; Guatemala; Iraq;
Jamaica; Kenya; Kuwait; Latvia; Lithuania; Mexico; Montenegro; Niger; Panama; Peru;
Poland; Romania; Saudi Arabia; Serbia; Spain; The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia;
Togo; Trinidad and Tobago; Turkey; Uruguay.
1

(see below). A further eight states provided qualitative information or data that was not
comprehensive (eg that only covered part of the territory) and those sources have similarly
not been used in this article.

Additional data on firearms seizures in other countries was obtained from other sources.
The sample was expanded for two reasons. First, thirty eight states is not a particularly large
sample and the strength of any findings would be enhanced by adding to it. In addition, as
Marsh (2015a: 83) mentions, the states that participated in the UNODC Study are a self‐
selecting group that may well not be representative of the world in general. A larger sample
would enhance the extent to which findings could be generalised.

States are encouraged to report data on firearms seizures under the information sharing
mechanism established under the auspices of the 2001 UN Programme of Action on the
illicit trade in small arms and light weapons. Since 2010 the reporting template has included
a question on the number of small arms and light weapons found, seized or confiscated.
Some states provided usable data in their reports, though a number provided simple
aggregate totals without specifying the type of equipment seized, and data was excluded
from the sample if it did not refer to seizures of firearms (see also below). Confiscated arms
would normally also have been seized earlier in the judicial process. Found arms, in this
context, are typically those that have been located at a crime scene, or discovered in a
hidden cache. They are therefore likely to be indicative of illicit activity. Examination of the
reports submitted on the implementation of the PoA during the period 2009‐2015 located
data from 17 states that was sufficiently disaggregated.2

A third data source is official government publications by ministries or national law
enforcement agencies. Data on seized firearms is often contained in annual reports
containing crime statistics published by police services or ministries of the interior, or
included in digital statistical archives. Data on seized firearms from national statistics was

2

Data from PoA reports was obtained for: Belarus; Botswana; Brazil; China; Croatia; Japan;
Kazakhstan; Lithuania; Luxembourg; Morocco; Mozambique; Namibia; Pakistan; Russian
Federation; Slovenia; Ukraine.
2

obtained for 13 countries.3 The USA’s Bureau of Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms National
Firearms Tracing Centre is the USA’s only ‘crime gun’ tracing facility and offers a free service
to trace the origin of all firearms recovered by US law enforcement services. The ATF has
also signed Memorandums of Understanding with other governments to allow the ATF to
trace firearms recovered in their jurisdictions. Firearm trace data is not exactly the same as
seizure data. But traced firearms would first have been recovered by the police and be
under their control. Trace data does provide an indication of the number of firearms
suspected to be involved in crimes that were apprehended by law enforcement agencies;
and the ATF data was added to the sample and obtained for the USA and four Caribbean
countries.4

The final source used was media reports or research reports that contained statistics on
annual firearms seized by the police (the reports often published the seizure data without
undertaking further analysis). Such statistics were usually obtained by from government
press releases or from interviews with law enforcement personnel. Media or research
reports were the source of information on 21 countries.5

Data was only used if the source explicitly states that the seizure statistic concerns national
seizures of firearms. Sources that specified more vague weapon types – such as ‘small arms
and light weapons’ were excluded from the sample. Similarly, sources were excluded if they
appeared to only concern seizures of certain types of firearm (eg only military style
weapons) or from part of the geographical area of a country. The only UNODC data used
was from national police authorities (see above) and in order to preserve consistency where
a choice was available seizure data from other countries concerned seizures reported by
national police or similar authorities (such as ministries of the interior). Seizures by national
customs are usually much fewer than police (as they usually concern illicit trafficking rather
3

National statistics were used for: Canada; Costa Rica; Denmark; Guatemala; Guyana;
Ireland; Jamaica; Kenya; Nicaragua; Panama; Philippines; Portugal; South Africa.
4
ATF data was used for the USA, and for Barbados; Belize; Puerto Rico; St Christopher and
Nevis.
5
Press reports contained seizure data on: Angola; Antigua and Barbuda; Bahamas;
Bangladesh; Belize; Burundi; Ecuador; Honduras; Jamaica; Kosovo; Madagascar; Malaysia;
Netherlands; Nepal; New Zealand; Paraguay; Peru; Spain; Saint Christopher and Nevis;
Taiwan; Tunisia.
3

than the wide range of offences discovered by police) so their exclusion is unlikely to
significantly affect overall seizure numbers. An additional reason for excluding national
customs data is that in a very small number of cases customs might make a large seizure of
illicit firearms that are just in transit through a State’s jurisdiction and so have no other
connection to the homicide rate of the state where the seizure took place.

In many cases information was available from more than one source. This meant that gaps
in one data source could be filled in and data obtained for more, or the whole, of the period
2009‐2014. In addition, several sources allowed data to be cross referred and checked.
Australia was not included in the sample because three different sources in a research
report and press articles provided very different annual seizure numbers. When data was
available for the same year from different sources preference was given to information
obtained by the UNODC Study or to government publications or reports to the PoA, and
later to press or research reports.

In 51 countries data was available on the types of firearm seized, and this was further
disaggregated into seizures of handguns (pistols and revolvers) and seizures of long guns
(rifles and shotguns not made to military specifications). This variable is similarly expressed
as average annual handguns or long guns seized per 100 000 population.

Other Variables
In addition to data on firearms seizures, data is used on: national homicide rates; GDP per
capita; Human Development Index ranking; GINI coefficient; government effectiveness;
civilian firearm possession; armed conflict.

National homicide rates are expressed as the number of homicides per 100 000 population.
The year 2012 is both the mid‐point in the 2009‐2014 data on seizures (see above) and one
of two years for which comprehensive global homicide data is available (the other year is
2010). The data was obtained from the Homicide Monitor project6 and concerns the year
2012, or the closest year for which data was available (usually 2010 or 2011). If seizure data
6

The data from the Homicide Monitor can be found via: http://homicide.igarape.org.br/
4

was only available for the period 2009‐2011 then homicide in 2010 was used. The Homicide
Monitor collects national and sub‐national data on homicide in all countries in the world (for
commentary on the project see Marsh 2015b or Muggah and Giannini 2015). The data is
either obtained directly from national statistical agencies or from statistics compiled by the
UNODC. National counts of every homicide (either from criminal justice or public health
sources) are not available for all countries. Some lack the capacity to collect national level
statistics and others may not publish national homicide counts (for more information see
Marsh 2007 and Jackson and Marsh 2012). Where national homicide counts are lacking the
article uses homicide estimates published by the UNODC (2013).

Three control variables are used concerning development and inequality – two factors
shown by previous research to be related with cross‐national homicide rates (see above).
The variables for development are GDP per capita and the Human Development Index
ranking. The GINI coefficient was used as level of development and inequality were found to
be associated with homicide levels in other studies (see above). Data on GDP per capita
expressed as PPP in 2012 was obtained from the World Bank database. GINI data was
obtained from the UN University GINI database, and data for the year 2012 was used where
available, and where it was not available the coefficient with the closest year to 2012 was
used.

The GDP per capita and HDI data were not log transformed as there appears to be a
threshold effect in the relationship between homicide and development. For example, of
the 30 countries with the highest ranked Human Development Index for the year 2012, only
two have a 2012 homicide rate of above 2 per 100 000 (Finland at 2.2 and the USA at 4.3).
Below that threshold levels of homicide are much more variable and there isn’t a significant
correlation between homicide and HDI score among countries ranked 31‐186. Aside from
the USA, low levels of homicide are associated with the most highly developed countries,
but beyond that the relationship appears to be more complex.

The World Bank’s Government Effectiveness indicator was used. It reflects “perceptions of
the quality of public services, the quality of the civil service and the degree of its
independence from political pressures, the quality of policy formulation and
5

implementation, and the credibility of the government's commitment to such policies.” This
indicator was used as a proxy for the effectiveness of law enforcement agencies (see
below). It was similarly obtained from the World Bank database.

Data civilian firearm possession in 178 countries was obtained from global estimates
published in 2007 by the authoritative Small Arms Survey yearbook (see Karp 2007). The
variable is expressed as the number of firearms per 100 population. It has been widely cited
and employed in academic research on homicide, crime and arms proliferation, for
examples of its use in cross‐national research see: Wolf, Gray and Fazel (2014); Bangalore
and Messerli (2013); Bichlera and Malmb (2013); and Kontya and Schaeferb (2012).

Three further control variables concern alcohol consumption, ethnic fractionalization and
the proportion of youth in overall population. The data on alcohol consumption (expressed
as average annual consumption of litres of pure alcohol by population over 15) is from
World Health Organization (2014), ethnic fractionalization data is described in Alesina et al.
(2003). The proportion of youth in the population is calculated by the author from data
published in the UN’s Demographic Yearbook 2014 (UNDESA 2014). Data on the existence of
armed conflict in the sample countries or their neighbours was downloaded from the
UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset (Pettersson and Wallensteen 2015).

Table A1, summary of data used 2009‐2014
Variable

Observations Mean

Standard

Minimum

Maximum

deviation
Firearms seized

82

22.022

28.071

0

114.636

52

14.160

16.821

0

60.109

49

8.760

14.491

0

79.339

per 100 000
Handguns
seized per 100
000
Long guns
seized per 100
000
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Homicide per

82

10.21

13.801

.3

85.5

GDP per capita

82

19 857.09

16 678.32

847.8

89 769.26

GINI

80

39.05

9.323

10

57.3

Government

83

.219

.901

‐1.649

2.214

79

12.71

13.472

.1

88.8

75

7.523

4.322

.1

17.5

78

.403

.232

.012

.879

Youth

71

23.906

4.721

10.384

34.566

Present conflict

82

.854

.281

0

1

Conflict within

82

.183

.389

0

1

82

.244

.432

0

1

82

.148

.357

0

1

82

.195

.399

0

1

82

.329

.473

0

1

100 000

effectiveness
Civilian frearms
posession per
100
Alcohol
consumption
Ethnic
fractionalization

10 years (25
battle deaths)
Conflict within
20 years (25
battle deaths)
Conflict within
10 years (1000
battle deaths)
Conflict within
20 years (1000
battle deaths)
Present conflict
in a
neighbouring
country

7

Conflict in a

82

.366

.485

0

1

82

.494

.503

0

1

neighbouring
country within
10 years
Conflict in a
neighbouring
country within
20 years

Exploring Firearms Seizure Data
This section explores whether the data on seizures is simply another way of measuring
either the effectiveness of law enforcement officers that are making the seizures, or of
measuring the level of civilian firearms possession in a country. If the firearms seizure data
cannot be substituted for either of those two factors it is measuring something genuinely
different.

It could be the case that the level of firearms seizures is simply a consequence of the
effectiveness and priorities of law enforcement agencies. The UNODC (Karp, Marsh and
Ravagli 2015: 85) report on firearms seizures and trafficking notes that:
priorities given by policymakers to certain areas and the effectiveness in
implementing them may lead to an over‐ or under‐representation in the data of
certain conducts. As a result, the capacity of authorities to collect data on seizures
and the subsequent reporting volumes may significantly vary from one place to
another, showing differences in total numbers that may be unrelated to actual levels
of trafficking.

The effectiveness of a state’s law enforcement agencies – influenced by, for example,
numbers, training, equipment and motivation – may affect the rate by which firearms are
seized. Furthermore, a highly effective police force equipped with databases showing
previous owners, and whose government prioritized enforcing firearms possession
regulations, may seize large quantities of firearms as a consequence of ‘administrative’
violations committed by firearms owners. Such seizures may be unrelated to wider patterns
8

of criminality that may influence the homicide rate. Unfortunately, a global measure of the
effectiveness of law enforcement agencies is not available. What exists though is a more
general measure of government effectiveness that has been compiled by the World Bank
(see above).

Second, the rate of seizures of firearms might reflect the overall level of civilian firearm
possession within a country. If there are more guns available in a country then perhaps
more will be seized. Table A1 summarises the results of a normal correlation between
firearms seizures per 100 000 and each of the two variables: government effectiveness and
firearms possession.

Table A2 correlation between firearms seizures and two variables
Government effectiveness score

.180

Firearms possession per 100 000

.382

Table A2 shows that the correlation between firearms seizures and government
effectiveness is low. They are clearly measuring different things. The correlation between
firearms seizures and firearms possession is higher, but not excessively so ‐ we can’t assume
that they are measuring the same thing, or can be substituted. In contrast to measuring the
possession of firearms by civilians, the firearms seizures variable measures the number of
firearms confiscated from civilians. The relationship between firearms seizures and
possession is examined in greater detail below and in Section 5 of the main article.

Firearms Registration Data
Firearm registration data has been collected by the author on 34 countries (this sample
mostly overlaps with the sample used in the rest of the article).7 It concerns the number of

7

Firearm registration data was collected for: Australia, Austria, Bahamas, Bosnia and
Hercegovnia, Botswana, Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Croatia, Czech
republic, Denmark, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Finland, Haiti, Iceland, Ireland, Japan,
Latvia, FYR Macedonia, Malta, Mexico, New Zealand, Nicaragua, Paraguay, Peru, Poland,
Spain, Sweden, UK, Uruguay, Zambia.
9

firearms registered by their owners in accordance with national laws and regulations
concerning firearms. The data was collected from official government publications, and
from secondary sources such as publications by academic researchers and think tanks, and
from some press articles quoting official statistics. The data collected is often available for a
single year for each country, and the years used cover the period 2001‐2014. Firearms
registration data is different from the above estimates of firearms possession, as the latter
includes estimates of illicit possession of firearms. Firearms registration data is used in
addition to possession estimates as in some cases registration data provides disaggregated
data on types of firearms owned.

The proportion of handgun ownership is based upon national registration data collected by
the author. Such data is collated by governments as a consequence of national regulations
that require that each lawfully owned firearm be registered. It therefore gives an indication
of the proportion of handguns and long guns in civilian possession. National registration
data is collected using a different methodology to the civilian possession figures used in the
rest of this article. In particular, firearm registration data does not cover illicitly owned
firearms (estimates for which are included in the civilian possession statistics). The two
sources therefore should not be substituted; nor would it be prudent to combine the above
proportion of handgun ownership with overall firearms ownership to estimate absolute
handgun ownership.

Table A3
Variable

Observations Mean

Standard

Minimum

Maximum

0

87.308

deviation
Proportion

34

34.002

29.376

of registered
handguns

10
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