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Kin Killing: Why Governments Target Family Members
in Insurgency, and When It Works

Emil Aslan Souleimanov , David S. Siroky , and Peter Krause

ABSTRACT
Drawing on original interviews with ex-insurgents and eyewit-
nesses of the Second Chechen War (1999–2009), this article
develops a theory of “kin killing,” defined as the use of lethal
violence against insurgents’ relatives as a deliberate counterin-
surgency tactic. Family-based targeting works by coercing
insurgents to surrender or defect, deterring insurgents’ rela-
tives from retaliation, and discouraging prospective recruits
from joining or supporting insurgents. Because it targets a
small number of individuals who have strong ties to insur-
gents, kin killing is the most selective form of collective vio-
lence. The tactic is most likely to be used by illiberal regimes
that know the identity of the insurgents, but not their loca-
tion, and operate in traditional societies with large, tightly knit
families. Most would consider kin killing—and its nonlethal
counterpart, kin targeting—ethically reprehensible, but numer-
ous countries have employed it with varying degrees of suc-
cess, including Russia, the United Kingdom, and China.
Militarily dominant regimes who employ kin killing can turn
family members from force multipliers into pressure points for
insurgents, as regimes “flip the network” and make restraint,
rather than revenge, the best way to protect one’s family.

Insurgency is more of a family affair than we realize. In these violent strug-
gles, power and ideology are the general ordering principles that divide
opponents and unite allies, but blood is thicker than water. Nothing is
more significant for one’s loyalty and behavior than familial ties. Leaders
such as Bashar al-Assad appoint family members to prominent military
positions so the army stays loyal when uprisings happen.1 One-third of the
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foreign fighters battling Assad in Syria were related through blood or mar-
riage to other fighters.2

Just as family ties can bring people together in a common fight, they can
also be used by opponents to tear them away from the struggle.3 The
Assad regime threatened, expelled, disappeared, and executed the family
members of insurgents to coerce them to stop fighting.4 In the struggle
against Boko Haram, Cameroonian soldiers killed the children of women
accused of working with the jihadi group.5 The Israeli government has
intermittently demolished the family homes of Palestinian militants to pun-
ish and deter them.6

The British created the first “concentration camps” when they destroyed
the property of the families of rebels and resettled them during the Boer
Wars (1880–1881, 1899–1902).7 In the more distant historical record, a
practice in ancient China known as zh�u li�an jiǔ z�u—literally “guilt by asso-
ciation of nine of a group/clan” (or z�u zh�u, “family execution”; and mi�e z�u,
“extermination”)—involved the execution of all relatives of an individual
who broke the law.8 But perhaps no country in the modern era has made
more regular and prominent use of targeting insurgents’ families than
Russia (and its predecessor, the Soviet Union). The state has employed the
practice since at least the early twentieth century.9 Today, it is the
“signature, though officially unacknowledged, policy behind Moscow’s
counterinsurgency and counterterrorism strategies.”10 While on the cam-
paign trail in 2015, Donald Trump said he wanted to “take out the fami-
lies” of ISIS terrorists. Russia’s strategy in the Caucasus, according to New
York Times journalist Andrew E. Kramer, “provide[s] a laboratory for test-
ing Mr. Trump’s ideas.”11 Amid the Russian invasion of Ukraine in late
February 2022, a US official said, “Our information also indicates that

2Courtney Schuster, David Sterman, and Peter Bergen, “ISIS in the West: The New Faces of Extremism,” New
America, November 16, 2015.
3Timothy W. Crawford, The Power to Divide: Wedge Strategies in Great Power Competition (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2021).
4Reuters, “Families of Syrian Rebels Killed in Their Homes, Says UN,” Independent, May 24, 2012; Hadeel Al
Shalchi and William Maclean, “Drawn-out Aleppo Fight Suggests Strains in Syria Army,” Reuters, August 9,
2012; Amnesty International Report 2017/2018: The State of the World’s Human Rights (London: Amnesty
International, 2018).
5“BBC Finds Truth behind This Woman’s Killing,” BBC News, September 24, 2018.
6Efraim Benmelech, Claude Berrebi, and Esteban F. Klor, “Counter-Suicide-Terrorism: Evidence from House
Demolitions,” Journal of Politics 77, no. 1 (January 2015): 27–43.
7Alexander B. Downes, Targeting Civilians in War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008).
8中國文化研究院 [Research Institute of Chinese Culture], “中國古代立法與司法” [Ancient Chinese law and
judiciary], https://hk.chiculture.net/1005/html/d09/1005d09.html.
9Yuri M. Zhukov, “Counterinsurgency in a Non-Democratic State: The Russian Example,” in The Routledge
Handbook of Insurgency and Counterinsurgency, ed. Paul B. Rich and Isabelle Duyvesteyn (London: Routledge,
2012), 286–300.

10Andrew E. Kramer, “Russia Shows What Happens When Terrorists’ Families Are Targeted,” New York Times,
March 29, 2016; Zhukov, “Counterinsurgency in a Non-Democratic State.”

11Tom LoBianco, “Donald Trump on Terrorists: ‘Take Out Their Families,’” CNN, December 3, 2015; Kramer,
“Russia Shows What Happens When Terrorists’ Families Are Targeted.”
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Russia plans to threaten killing the family members of Ukrainian soldiers if
they do not surrender.”12

Despite the increasingly wide range of topics, locations, and actors ana-
lyzed in the scholarly literature on intrastate conflict, we lack studies that
theoretically explain and empirically assess the use of violence against the
civilian relatives of insurgents as a deliberate counterinsurgency tactic.13

Though broadly ethically condemned, the tactic’s prominent use and its
uncertain efficacy bear directly on the ongoing debate among policymakers,
military leaders, and scholars over the relative success of “hearts and
minds” versus “iron fist” counterinsurgency strategies, especially in light of
recent US failures in Iraq and Afghanistan.14 This study examines why
some states find the use of force against insurgents’ family members—
which we label “kin killing,” or “kin targeting” if nonlethal—to be an
attractive strategy, and when it is likely to prove more or less effective.15

Kin killing reveals the limitations of existing scholarly labels. It could be
considered “indiscriminate” or “collective” violence, for people are targeted
based on their characteristics and not their behavior.16 However, kin killing
is far more selective than strategies focused on attacking individuals of a
certain ethnicity or geographic area, since it targets (by an order of magni-
tude) fewer people and focuses on those who also have much stronger ties
to insurgents. We present a new network-based typology of targeting strat-
egies, based on social distance, under which kin killing is the most selective
form of violence targeting nonparticipants in insurgency.
Kin killing is most likely to be used by illiberal regimes that have intelli-

gence on the identity, but not the location, of insurgents in a traditional
society. Governments that have intelligence on the identity and the location
of insurgents will likely target them directly, whereas those that lack infor-
mation on both identity and location are more likely to resort to random,
indiscriminate violence. Especially in traditional societies, knowing who the
insurgents are almost inevitably identifies where the relatives of the insur-
gents live, enabling governments to target them more easily. Illiberal
regimes are more likely to use the tactic, all else equal, whereas liberal

12“February 25, 2022 Russia–Ukraine News,” CNN, February 26, 2022.
13For a review, see Benjamin A. Valentino, “Why We Kill: The Political Science of Political Violence against
Civilians,” Annual Review of Political Science 17 (2014): 89–103.

14Paul Dixon, “‘Hearts and Minds’? British Counter-Insurgency from Malaya to Iraq,” Journal of Strategic Studies
32, no. 3 (June 2009): 353–81; Jacqueline L. Hazelton, “The ‘Hearts and Minds’ Fallacy: Violence, Coercion, and
Success in Counterinsurgency Warfare,” International Security 42, no. 1 (Summer 2017): 80–113.

15We define the effectiveness of the tactic as quelling insurgent violence and maintaining political control of the
disputed area.

16Stathis N. Kalyvas and Matthew Adam Kocher, “How ‘Free’ Is Free Riding in Civil Wars? Violence, Insurgency,
and the Collective Action Problem,” World Politics 59, no. 2 (January 2007): 177–216; Abbey Steele, “Seeking
Safety: Avoiding Displacement and Choosing Destinations in Civil Wars,” Journal of Peace Research 46, no. 3
(May 2009): 419–29.
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regimes are expected to shun the direct killing of innocent family members
due to the domestic and international backlash.
Kin killing is more likely to be effective if the incumbent government pos-

sesses the military dominance to credibly threaten the death of insurgents’
families. Good intelligence acts as a force multiplier by allowing government
forces to target family members in the thousands, instead of ethnic popula-
tions in the millions.17 Traditional societies with large, strong family networks
have a nonlinear impact on the success of kin killing. When the incumbent is
militarily dominant, kin killing can “flip the network” and render collective
restraint, rather than revenge, the best way to protect one’s family. However,
if the incumbent lacks military dominance, then kin killing is more likely to
backfire, sparking far more opposition than it can extinguish.
This study traces variation in the usage and effectiveness of the tactic

using longitudinal analysis of Russian campaigns in Chechnya, from indis-
criminate violence and failure in the first Chechen War (1994–1996) to the
use of kin killing and success in the latter stages of the Second Chechen
War (1999–2009). Drawing on original interviews with eighty-five ex-com-
batants, family members, government officials, and other eyewitnesses of
the armed conflict in Chechnya, we examine these claims and show that
kin killing has been a key factor in: (1) undermining the insurgents’ will-
ingness to continue mounting their resistance, forcing many to disengage
and some to defect; (2) pushing insurgents and their family members to
renounce retaliation against incumbent forces; and (3) deterring prospective
insurgents from being recruited and joining insurgent groups.
After situating the strategy of kin killing within the larger literature on

counterinsurgency and civilian targeting, we present a theory of the tactic that
identifies the conditions under which it is likely to be employed and effective.
Next, we assess the implications of this theory using original ethnographic evi-
dence from the Second Chechen War. To provide context, including a stron-
ger sense of the universe of cases and the external validity of our arguments,
we also compare our findings on Chechnya to other examples of kin killing
across time and space. The article concludes with a discussion of the implica-
tions for the future study and practice of counterinsurgency.

Kin Killing: The Most Selective Form of Collective Violence

Existing scholarship and typologies of political violence do not consistently
or effectively capture the concept or practice of kin targeting. Scholars such
as Stathis N. Kalyvas and Matthew Adam Kocher might label it
“indiscriminate violence,” because kin targeting is “based on guilt by

17Military dominance is based on the ratio of the incumbent’s deployed forces to the size of the targeted
population, as detailed in subsequent sections.
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association or collective guilt.”18 Others such as Abbey Steele might call it
“collective violence” to distinguish kin targeting—which aims at individuals
based on a shared characteristic—from truly indiscriminate, random vio-
lence.19 None would label it “selective violence,” because such targeting
requires the determination of individual guilt. Although some insurgents’
family members may join or support the insurgency, many do not; and kin
killing targets them for their bloodlines, not their behavior.
The delineation between individuals targeted for their behavior and those

targeted for their characteristics is an important one. Individuals who
“directly participate in hostilities” can be legally targeted under the Geneva
Conventions, whereas the killing of individuals based on their ethnicity or
location is considered a war crime, or possibly genocide.20 Scholars also
make this distinction because these different targeting logics have different
causes, dynamics, and effects.21 Steele’s disaggregation of “indiscriminate vio-
lence” into “indiscriminate,” untargeted and/or random violence and
“collective” violence based on the target’s identity is grounded in a similar
logic: people react differently depending on who is being targeted, and why.
We agree with this premise and argue that it demonstrates why “collective
violence” itself requires disaggregation to facilitate more precise analyses.
Table 1 shows that kin killing, ethnic killing, and location-based area kill-

ing are all labeled “collective” violence, but they are more different than
similar in the ways that matter for the use and impact of political violence.

Table 1. How existing typologies obscure key differences in targeting strategies.

Can people
change this
characteristic?

Number of people targeted
Strength of bond
among those with
this characteristic

Reason for
targeting

Academic
label Chechnya (2003) N. Ireland (1971)

Random Indiscriminate No 100%
1.3 million people

100%
1.6 million people

Very weak

Ethnicity Collective No 95%
1.2 million Chechens

40%
640,000 Catholics

Medium

Location Collective Yes 55%
721,476 in rural areas

26%
416,769 in Belfast

Weak

Kin Collective No 2%
24,000 insurgent

family members

0.4%
6,000 insurgent

family members

Very strong

Behavior Selective Yes 1%
2,000 insurgents þ

10,000 active
supporters

0.2%
500 insurgents þ

2,500 active
supporters

Strong

18Kalyvas and Kocher, “How ‘Free’ Is Free Riding in Civil Wars?,” 188.
19Steele, “Seeking Safety.”
20See Nils Melzer, Interpretive Guidance on the Notion of Direct Participation in Hostilities under International
Humanitarian Law (Geneva: International Committee of the Red Cross, 2009).

21Laia Balcells, Rivalry and Revenge: The Politics of Violence during Civil War (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2017).
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Individuals can (and often do) change their location during an insur-
gency—the premise of Steele’s excellent article “Seeking Safety”—but they
cannot change their ethnicity or bloodlines.22 Violence that targets individ-
uals in an ethnic group or geographical area generally puts at risk 25% to
90% of a state’s population, who themselves have only weak to medium-
strength social ties to each other and to the insurgents.23 Kin killing gener-
ally targets significantly fewer people in the population (less than 5%), and
the individuals targeted have extremely strong social ties to each other and
to the insurgents.24 In one cross-national study across six continents in
which respondents were asked, “What group are you most willing to die
for?” 87% said family, as compared to 7% for peers, 3% for country, and
2% for religious group (state, a regional subunit, received less than 1%).25

In these two key areas, kin killing is closer to selective violence than these
other types of collective violence, not to mention kin killing’s even greater
differences with random, indiscriminate violence.
It is therefore often more useful to think about degrees of selectivity and

discrimination in targeting, which better capture the attacker’s mindset, the
perceived size of the threat to potential targets, and the relational impact
among them. As Sophia Hatz concludes in her study on the Israeli demoli-
tion of Palestinian houses—including those of the family members of the
militants—“even small differences can lead individual cases to be inter-
preted as relatively more or less selective, and this interpretation can have
important consequences for a policy’s coercive efficacy, measured in terms
of its impact on preferences for resistance.”26

In Figure 1, instead of focusing on labeling attacks as “indiscriminate” vio-
lence if they were targeted randomly across all groups or specifically against
Groups B, C, D, or E, or “collective” violence if targeted against Groups B,

22Steele, “Seeking Safety.” Individuals can alter their family bloodlines through marriage and childbirth, although
this is a longer-term process that does not drastically change family connections during a conflict.

23Kin killing will almost always be significantly more selective than the other two types of “collective” violence
due to the relatively small size of a family compared to any ethnic or geographical distinction.

24These calculations are based on average of three children per family, which means each insurgent has on
average two parents, two siblings, eight aunts and uncles, and twelve first cousins. We then conservatively
estimate that each insurgent is likely to have one relative also fighting (some more, some fewer), for a total of
twelve unique family members per insurgent. Based on relevant studies of active insurgent supporters in
Chechnya, Northern Ireland, Malaya, and the Congo, we estimated five active supporters per insurgent. Paul A.
Compton, John Coward, and Keith Wilson-Davis, “Family Size and Religious Denomination in Northern Ireland,”
Journal of Biosocial Science 17, no. 2 (April 1985): 137–45; “Chechnya, Republic of: Fertility Rate, 2012–2019,”
Knoema, https://knoema.com/atlas/Russian-Federation/Chechnya-Republic-of/Fertility-rate; R. W. Komer, The
Malayan Emergency in Retrospect: Organization of a Successful Counterinsurgency Effort (Santa Monica, CA:
RAND Corp., 1972); Jeffrey H. Michaels, “Breaking the Rules: The CIA and Counterinsurgency in the Congo
1964–1965,” International Journal of Intelligence and CounterIntelligence 25, no. 1 (March 2012): 130–59.

25William B. Swann Jr., Michael D. Buhrmester, Angel G�omez, Jolanda Jetten, Brock Bastian, Alexandra V�azquez,
Amarina Ariyanto, Tomasz Besta, Oliver Christ, Lijuan Cui, et al., “What Makes a Group Worth Dying for?
Identity Fusion Fosters Perception of Familial Ties, Promoting Self-Sacrifice,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 106, no. 6 (June 2014): 912–26.

26Sophia Hatz, “Selective or Collective? Palestinian Perceptions of Targeting in House Demolition,” Conflict
Management and Peace Science 37, no. 5 (September 2020): 517.
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C, or E, we argue that the smaller the number of targets and the closer they
are socially to the insurgents, the more selective (and less indiscriminate) the
violence. Within this radial, networked landscape, kin killing (B) is the most
selective form of targeting nonparticipants in an insurgency.
Many scholars have argued that, to be effective, violence must be selective:

that is, targeted at individuals based on their actions. One reason for this is
that selective violence not only eliminates actual enemies and enemy support-
ers, but it also sends the clearest deterrent message to bystanders—helping the
enemy will get you killed; not doing so will keep you alive.27 By contrast,
indiscriminate or collective violence are thought to be less effective, and even
counterproductive. This is because compliance with the demands of whichever
actor is wielding it does not guarantee security, as violence is dispensed with-
out regard to the victims’ actions. When eschewing the insurgency does not
guarantee one’s safety, more civilians opt to join insurgent groups to channel
their grievances and/or increase their chances of survival.

Figure 1. Kin killing on a radial spectrum of social distance.

27Kalyvas and Kocher, “How ‘Free’ Is Free Riding in Civil Wars?”
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Indiscriminate violence and collective violence against ethnic groups or
geographical areas violently strike a small percentage of people who lack
the will or ability to constrain the rest of the much larger group. By con-
trast, kin targeting violently strikes a large percentage of a very small num-
ber of people who have the will and ability to constrain (or be constrained)
by the group. Despite US wishes in Vietnam, large populations of tens and
hundreds of thousands in towns and cities did not constrain insurgents in
their midst when the United States employed area killing via massive aerial
bombing.28 Whereas constraining your city or your ethnic group is plagued
by an obvious collective action problem, restraining your brother is not.
Those who employ indiscriminate collective violence hope the deaths of
hundreds will restrain hundreds of thousands of people the victims did not
know amid a great deal of coercive uncertainty. Those who employ kin tar-
geting aim for between five and twenty-five people to restrain one, with
those (twenty-) five often being the most important people in that one per-
son’s life. The flipped ratio, and stronger bonds among the coerced, make
kin targeting far more selective, and therefore effective, than other forms of
indiscriminate and collective violence. Nonetheless, kin targeting is not
always used in counterinsurgency, and when it is, it does not always work,
for reasons we explain in the following sections.

When Do Governments Employ Kin Killing?

Incumbent governments may target and repress their population in
response to an insurgency due to population pressures to “do something”
and to protect their hold on power. But their available options for respond-
ing are driven in large part by the rarest commodity in counterinsurgency:
information. Because rebels do not wear uniforms and can just as easily
mix among the civilian population as they can hide in hard-to-access areas,
they are often difficult to find. Mao Tse-tung famously likened “the infor-
mation problem” in counterinsurgency to finding “guerilla fish in an opa-
que sea.”
If the counterinsurgents know both the insurgents’ identity and location,

then they are more likely to launch attacks against them directly in the
form of isolated strikes, both to weaken the insurgency and limit collateral
damage. But what if they only know the insurgents’ identities and not their
location? Counterinsurgents are then more likely to opt for a form of col-
lective targeting based on profiled characteristics, perhaps employing force
against the insurgents’ ethnic group, or their family members if the intelli-
gence is particularly specific. Traditional societies make it easier for

28Matthew Adam Kocher, Thomas B. Pepinsky, and Stathis N. Kalyvas, “Aerial Bombing and Counterinsurgency in
the Vietnam War,” American Journal of Political Science 55, no. 2 (April 2011): 201–18.
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incumbents to employ kin targeting because they allow for easier identifica-
tion of insurgent relatives due to the general existence of (a) larger families
(b) living in closer proximity to each other (c) who are more easily known
and identified by others in the community.29

For example, in the southern Chechen town of Shatoy in the fall of
2002, when “following an escape into the woods [that is, insurgency] of a
[small] group of [local] youngsters, the authorities, having failed to catch
them in the chase that ensued,” subsequently attacked their kin instead.
Consequently, their brothers and cousins “suddenly disappeared without a
trace.”30 Similar cases were reported by interviewees from across Chechnya.
Typically, the targeted relatives were males who disappeared within a few
days after a violent incident, usually amid the movement of pro-Moscow
Chechen paramilitaries (kadyrovtsy) in armored vehicles into the culprits’
neighborhoods. Fresh recruits into insurgent groups were particularly diffi-
cult to identify and locate. Since they were unable or unwilling to target
the direct culprits, authorities shifted their focus to insurgents’ relatives.
Yet, as a rule, whenever the identities and locations of the insurgents were
known, kadyrovtsy sought to target them directly in isolated strikes. But
sometimes they combined this form of violence with the targeting of insur-
gents’ relatives.
When the general location of insurgent operations is known, but the

identity of the insurgents is not, then incumbents are more likely to engage
in area killing, a less selective form of collective violence (see Figure 1).
When the home locations, but not the identities, of Chechen insurgents
responsible for previous attacks were known to the authorities, they
attacked entire villages to retaliate against insurgents en masse in retribu-
tive raids (zachistki).31 During the Second Chechen War, the Russian Army
deployed military garrisons in the vicinity of strategically located Chechen
villages, targeting them when these garrisons were attacked from within or
near neighboring villages.
Finally, when the incumbent knows neither the identity nor the location

of the insurgents, then the incumbent may be forced to use the most

29For a prominent example of systematic identification and measurement of traditional societies and families,
see Alberto Alesina and Paola Giuliano, “The Power of the Family,” Journal of Economic Growth 15, no. 2 (June
2010): 93–125. Significant developments in information technology are making such identification easier in all
types of societies.

30Interview with interviewee 1.
31According to our interviewees, retributive attacks on the alleged insurgents’ native villages were more
frequent than on city neighborhoods because in Chechen villages, denizens were often relatives. Bound by
extensive kinship ties and containing a higher number of inhabitants familiar with each other, village
communities provided the authorities a higher likelihood of hitting the relatives of a culprit (a form of
“prospective kin killing”). In the case of attacks being carried out in the vicinity of villages or neighborhoods,
zachistki pursued the goal of discouraging the local population from (possible) collaboration with insurgent
groups or forcing the locals into collaboration with kadyrovtsy. On retributive violence in Chechnya, see Emil
Aslan Souleimanov and David S. Siroky, “Random or Retributive? Indiscriminate Violence in the Chechen Wars,”
World Politics 68, no. 4 (October 2016): 677–712.
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indiscriminate forms of violence, which are generally expected to be less
effective. In many incidents, the Russian military was unable to determine
either the insurgents’ identities or their locations, or even mutinous vil-
lages, due to its inability to establish a firm social base in Chechnya. When
information was particularly hard to acquire, the counterinsurgents were
more likely to engage in indiscriminate violence, drawing on the Russian
artillery’s established practice of “disturbing fire” (bespokoyashchiy ogon).32

In short, the more information that is known about the identity and
location of the insurgents, the more selective targeting is likely to be in
counterinsurgencies. One other key factor shapes targeting strategy: the
(il)liberal nature of the regime. Indiscriminate and collective violence in
general, and kin killing in particular, are more likely to be normatively
“off-limits” for liberal governments. A liberal regime could attempt to use
kin killing if it had the necessary intelligence on the insurgents, but the
resulting domestic and international backlash would more likely push the
government away from the tactic. When liberal governments do consider
the tactic, they are more likely to employ it in distant regions populated by
nonconstituents, and they are more likely to use nonlethal kin targeting, as
opposed to direct kin killing.33 Whatever type of government ultimately
decides to employ kin killing or kin targeting, military dominance is the
key to making it work.

When Does Kin Killing Work?

Military dominance—a product of intelligence and troop levels—drives the
success or failure of kin killing. The key ratio for military dominance is not
always government troops to total population34 or government troops to
rebel troops,35 but instead government troops to the size of the targeted
population. Therefore, if the military is relying on indiscriminate violence
due to poor intelligence, all inhabitants will feel threatened and are more
likely to support or join the rebels, unless the incumbent can dominate the
entire population and make resistance hopeless. Whereas if the military has
sufficient intelligence to identify and strike the rebels directly, then it need

32Viktor Lebedev, Spravochnik Ofitsera Nazemnoy Artillerii [Ground artillery officer’s handbook] (Moscow:
Voenizdat, 1984). See also Jason Lyall, “Are Coethnics More Effective Counterinsurgents? Evidence from the
Second Chechen War,” American Political Science Review 104, no. 1 (February 2010): 1–20.

33We expect kin killing to be employed disproportionately in traditional societies because, in addition to the
intelligence advantages, traditional societies are more likely to live under illiberal governments that are willing
to use such brutal tactics. Jacob Gerner Hariri, “The Autocratic Legacy of Early Statehood,” American Political
Science Review 106, no. 3 (August 2012): 471–94.

34James T. Quinlivan, “Force Requirements in Stability Operations,” Parameters 25, no. 4 (Winter 1995–96):
59–69; Peter Krause, “Troop Levels in Stability Operations: What We Don’t Know,” Audit of the Conventional
Wisdom 07-02 (February 2007), MIT Center for International Studies.

35Philip Hultquist, “Power Parity and Peace? The Role of Relative Power in Civil War Settlement,” Journal of
Peace Research 50, no. 5 (September 2013): 623–34.
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only have enough forces to dominate the rebel troops that it will attack
without harming other civilians. Table 1 reveals the numerical implications
of good intelligence. Without such intelligence, an incumbent needs signifi-
cantly more troops than its potential enemies. Using the 3:1 ratio common
to the planning of military offensives, millions of troops would be needed
to dominate Chechnya’s entire population, whereas good intelligence would
call for only 78,000 troops to dominate the rebels and their families, pro-
vided the government can strike them directly.36

The social composition of the targeted community—especially its pos-
ition as a traditional society with large, strong families and norms to pro-
tect them—also influences the effectiveness of kin killing, but its impact is
not as direct or as significant as the incumbent’s military dominance. The
effect of traditional societies on the success of the tactic is nonlinear: trad-
itional societies make kin killing more effective when paired with military
dominance, but less effective in its absence (see Table 2). Traditional soci-
eties often have a “culture of honor” that prioritizes protecting the family
above all.37 The inability of the offended or their family to retaliate for a
blood insult will result in public opprobrium from both inside and out-
side—and possible attacks from the latter—since it is regarded as a sign of
weakness, cowardice, and ignominy. When the incumbent lacks dominant
force, the norm of protecting one’s family in a traditional society makes
violent, widespread backlash from the community more likely—and more
so than in a nontraditional society with weaker family bonds—making kin
killing particularly likely to fail.38

When the incumbent possesses dominant force, however, the norms of
protecting one’s family in a traditional society makes violent, widespread
backlash from the community even less likely than in a nontraditional soci-
ety. In this case, the ability of the incumbent to wipe out one’s family means
not fighting back and restraining others from doing so best protects one’s
family. Individuals are often more willing to put their own lives at risk than
be responsible for the death of family members, and kin killing turns this
selfless human quality into a tool against current and potential insurgents.39

36The 3:1 ratio approximates individuals’ thinking, which will often include the question, “Are there more of us
than there are of them?” Once one side is three times larger, the answer becomes clearly “no.” Steele
provides quality evidence that how individuals are targeted affects whether and where they flee violence; we
argue it also impacts whether they fight back. Because there is significant overlap between active insurgent
supporters and family members, we do not add active supporters to the ratio for kin killing but do include it
for the ratio on selective targeting. Steele, “Seeking Safety.”

37Tamler Sommers, “The Two Faces of Revenge: Moral Responsibility and the Culture of Honor,” Biology &
Philosophy 24, no. 1 (January 2009): 35–50.

38Kin killing can still be used and be effective in nontraditional societies. However, the smaller the families and
the weaker the personal bonds, the fewer pressure points and the less pressure is put on the insurgency by
threatening relatives.

39William B. Swann Jr., Angel G�omez, Michael D. Buhrmester, Luc�ıa L�opez-Rodr�ıguez, Juan Jim�enez, Alexandra
V�azquez, et al., “Contemplating the Ultimate Sacrifice: Identity Fusion Channels Pro-Group Affect, Cognition,
and Moral Decision Making,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 106, no. 5 (May 2014): 713–27.
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In this situation, family members become pressure points for insurgents, not
force multipliers, thus allowing the incumbent to exploit and “flip the
network.”40

The insurgents and their families will usually not forget the humiliation,
but they will postpone revenge indefinitely until power shifts in their favor
and reduces the government’s ability to inflict debilitating damage. In
either case, the fundamental norm is to protect the family and ensure its
survival; the size of the threat from the government (that is, military dom-
inance) dictates whether the best response is revenge or restraint.
We next turn to an empirical examination of the use, dynamics, and

effects of kin killing in a region where the practice has been most wide-
spread: Chechnya.

Case Selection and Interview Methods

High-quality datasets on the practice of kin killing do not exist, and there
are several clear reasons for this omission. Documenting kin killing
requires challenging and at times uncomfortable interviews to identify
when and how the tactic has been used, as well as how individuals and
communities responded. Needless to say, governments engaged in kin kill-
ing go to great lengths to deny to outsiders that they conduct this practice.
Scholars of civilian victimization are also confronted by victims’ unwilling-
ness to disclose information about their sufferings to foreigners for fear of
revealing the indignities that might be regarded by local public opinion as

Table 2. The nonlinear impact of military dominance and traditional societies.

40This has similarities to how some autocratic governments use family connections to coerce and maintain
power even in “peacetime,” such as in Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. Dina Rizk Khoury, Iraq in Wartime: Soldiering,
Martyrdom, and Remembrance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 161–80.
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disgraceful. Furthermore, talking about what most would consider war
crimes can generate retribution from the responsible government forces,
which often enjoy domestic immunity.
We selected the Chechen case for three primary reasons. First, due to

long-standing contacts with members of Chechen diaspora communities,
scattered primarily across Western Europe, we were able to gain the trust of
many eyewitnesses to the armed conflict in Chechnya who shared their sen-
sitive stories about kin targeting. Second, the practice of targeting the rela-
tives of insurgents and their supporters has been an important part of the
Moscow-led counterinsurgency in Chechnya that helped turn the tide of the
local rebellion. “Russian security services routinely arrest, torture and kill rel-
atives [of insurgents]”; a member of Vladimir Putin’s human rights council
explicitly said that every insurgent “should understand his relatives will be
treated as accomplices.”41 The conflict is also recent, with many eyewitnesses
alive, based abroad, and able to share their stories with outsiders under the
right circumstances. Third, there has been within-case variation in the use of
kin killing and the effectiveness of counterinsurgency efforts in Chechnya
over time, allowing for stronger tests of our arguments.
Although first-order ethnographic methods offer the best way to obtain,

organize, and process information about the actual insurgents and how the
strategy of killing kin shaped their decisions and behaviors, our security
concerns and those of the prospective interviewees were so significant as to
make concentrated fieldwork in Chechnya and Russia impossible for both
ethical and logistical reasons. Civilian victims do not trust Russia’s judicial
system in general or Chechnya’s in particular. Chechen civilians have been
routinely targeted at home and even abroad after attempting to sue federal
soldiers and pro-Russian Chechen paramilitaries, who operate with a large
degree of impunity. Consequently, ethnographic studies of the armed con-
flict in Chechnya have been quite rare.42 Outside occasional anecdotal evi-
dence, there has been no systematic account to cast light on the
kadyrovtsy’s practice of targeting insurgents’ relatives.
For these reasons, interviews were carried out beyond Russia’s borders.

From 2003 to 2006, within the framework of a larger research project on
the microdynamics of political violence in Chechnya, we initially conducted
a series of preliminary semistructured interviews with the members of
Chechen �emigr�e communities located in various European countries and
the United States.43 In the period from July 2007 to March 2015, more

41Kramer, “Russia Shows What Happens When Terrorists’ Families Are Targeted.”
42Notable exceptions include Valery Tishkov, Chechnya: Life in a War-Torn Society (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2004); Anna Politkovskaya, A Small Corner of Hell: Dispatches from Chechnya (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2007); Tom�a�s �Sm�ıd and Miroslav Mare�s, “‘Kadyrovtsy’: Russia’s Counterinsurgency
Strategy and the Wars of Paramilitary Clans,” Journal of Strategic Studies 38, no. 5 (July 2015): 650–77.

43The Chechen diaspora in Europe is currently estimated at 150,000.
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focused interviews followed. From 2003 to 2015, we conducted semistruc-
tured interviews with 72 members of Chechen �emigr�e communities in vari-
ous cities of Western Europe, Turkey, Georgia, and the United States, and
interviewed 13 additional �emigr�es in 2021.44

Because of the sensitivity of the subject, we have taken several steps to
protect the well-being and security of those involved. Interviews were con-
ducted with individuals with whom trust was built and maintained over
many years. All respondents provided informed consent before being inter-
viewed. That consent was not treated as a one-off, but rather an ongoing
process made possible by our continued engagement with the Chechen
�emigr�e community.45 Some interviewees subsequently asked that we not
use their interviews months or years after the fact, and we have honored
every such request. All interview data were carefully anonymized and have
been stored in a protected bank safe ever since (one of us is the only per-
son with access to the safe). During the data gathering and transcription
process, this coauthor was the only person to encounter the true identities
of the respondents and their locations. Special care was given to ensure
that information provided in this manuscript does not reveal the identities
of the respondents. We took further steps to anonymize records, including
not listing the date and location of the interviews. The original villages
where interviewees lived have been omitted or changed in this manuscript.
When the initial interviews were conducted, the home university of the

author conducting the interviews (Charles University of Prague) did not
have an institutional review board set up. In consultation with the editors
of Security Studies, we sought and received approval for the project from
the Research Ethics Board at the Faculty of Social Sciences, Charles
University, which was established in 2018.46 The Research Ethics Board
retroactively approved the project in 2020 and the subsequent interviews
we conducted in 2021.47 The coauthors who did not conduct interviews
and only analyzed de-identified data sought and received support for their
participation from the Boston College Office of the Vice Provost for
Research and Arizona State University’s Office of Research Integrity and
Assurance.

44On the logistical and ethical challenges of conducting such interviews, see Peter Krause and Ora Szekely, eds.,
Stories from the Field: A Guide to Navigating Fieldwork in Political Science (New York: Columbia University Press,
2020), esp. Emil Aslan Souleimanov’s chapter, “Building Trust with Ex-Insurgents,” 303–11.

45Diana Kapiszewski and Elisabeth Jean Wood, “Ethics, Epistemology, and Openness in Research with Human
Participants,” Perspectives on Politics (15 March 2021): 1–17, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592720004703.

46This field research and interviews described in this article were approved by the Faculty of Social Sciences,
Charles University in Prague, Research Ethics Board #1A.27042020ext.

47Security Studies agreed to review the manuscript based also on the fact that coauthor who collected the
original data secured “broad consent” for the interviews, made a good faith effort to address other potential
ethical issues, his home institution did not have more formal institutional review board procedures he could
comply with during the initial period of data collection, and that the two coauthors came to the project to
use existing data and did not take part in its original collection. The authors supplied the necessary
documents and approvals on April 29, 2020, and review of the article was then permitted to proceed.
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Out of the 85 interviewees for this study, most (60) were noncombatants
selected based on having experienced family-based targeting themselves—or
having witnessed their neighbors or close friends being exposed to this
form of violence—during the Second Chechen War (1999–2009).
Interviews with 21 former insurgents—veterans of that conflict—were also
conducted, 11 of whom (52%) had relatives who were explicitly threatened
with or experienced kin killing. In-depth interviews were semistructured,
organized around central themes: the use or threat of force against the rela-
tives of insurgents to achieve capitulation and defection, renouncement of
retaliation, and deterrence of new recruits for the insurgents. The inter-
views spanned from one hour to six hours, with two-and-a-half hours
being the modal duration. Most individuals were interviewed on multiple
occasions, and most of the incidents to which interviewees referred took
place from 2000 to 2005.48

Referral (snowballing) techniques were used to acquire access to interloc-
utors. Access to the initial interviewees was enabled by the authors’ long-
standing contacts with some of the insurgents dating back to the mid-
1990s and early 2000s, and by the authors’ contacts with some prominent
members of the Ichkerian resistance and reputable personalities in the
Chechen diaspora in Turkey, the United States, and Europe. In addition to
85 interviews with civilian eyewitnesses and former insurgents, 7 semistruc-
tured interviews with leading Chechen and Russian experts—political scien-
tists, historians, and journalists—with firsthand knowledge of the
researched subject were carried out from 2012 to 2018. The identities of
some are revealed in this article when consent was granted, whereas the
identities of the rest are concealed to protect them and their families using
the notation “interviewee 1,” “interviewee 2,” and so on.
Although we were not able to conduct interviews with Chechnya- or

Russia-based eyewitnesses of this form of violence, we made every effort
possible to overcome the possible limitations of our interviewee sample.49

First, we gained access to the interviewees via different gatekeepers during
the twelve-year time span of our research. This allowed us to increase vari-
ance within our pool of respondents and minimize possible network-based
bias, since we were able to enter distinct communities, some of which were
unknown to each other. Second, interviewees hailed from various parts of
Chechnya, and their personal experiences of being exposed to family-based
targeting were mostly unconnected. Third, most of the interviewees had
been granted political asylum and/or acquired citizenship in the countries

48A minority of incidents took place in fall 1999 and from 2005 to 2009.
49If the interviewees fled Chechnya and experienced kinship targeting, then they are potentially more likely to
report that this practice is prevalent and effective, and to report that retaliation is impossible, thereby
justifying why they have not engaged in it.
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of their residence, and we repeatedly reassured them that their identities
would not be exposed. This reduced the risk of distortion in their confes-
sions. Fourth, telling stories involving the killing of one’s relative(s) to out-
siders is still somewhat taboo in Chechen society and among the Chechen
diaspora, meaning that those willing to talk about this sensitive topic are
more likely to offer authentic accounts.

Phase 1: Indiscriminate Violence in the First Chechen War (1994–1996)

Seen through the lens of its counterinsurgent tactics, Russia’s wars in
Chechnya passed through three phases from 1994 to 2009 (see Table 3). In
an attempt to terminate a three-year period of de facto Chechen independ-
ence following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the Russian Army
launched a large-scale invasion into the breakaway republic in December
1994. Instead of the easy victory Moscow expected, a full-fledged war soon
broke out that claimed the lives of an estimated eighty thousand people,
mostly civilians.50

As they lacked adequate intelligence on either the identity or location of
the insurgents in Phase 1, the Russians focused on the indiscriminate use
of airpower and artillery against the Chechen capital of Grozny—launching
the largest bombardment in Europe since the 1945 firebombing of
Dresden.51 Facing severe losses on the battlefield and incapable of breaking
the Chechen insurgency due to their lack of military dominance, the
Russian authorities ultimately decided to end the costly, unpopular war,
pulling out of the breakaway republic. Chechnya was left in ruins, and the

Table 3. Evolution in Russian tactics and counterinsurgent success in Chechnya.

War phase
Intelligence on
insurgents

Most discriminate
violence used

Military
dominance?a Outcome

Phase 1: First Chechen
War (1994–1996)

Identities and location
unknown

Indiscriminate and area
killing (Grozny)

No (1:13) Failure

Phase 2: Second
Chechen War
(1999–2001)

Identities unknown,
location vaguely
known

Area killing (rural
areas)

No (1:7) Failure

Phase 3: Second
Chechen War
(2002–2009)

Identities known,
location vaguely
known

Kin killing Yes (4:1) Success

aRatios are deployed Russian troops compared to the total Chechen population (Phase 1), the rural population
(Phase 2), and rebels and their families (Phase 3). To maintain consistency, we use troop numbers from the
UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset for Table 1, Table 3, and our calculation for the El Salvador case in the
penultimate section. Hultquist, “Power Parity and Peace?”

50Christoph Z€urcher, The Post-Soviet Wars: Rebellion, Ethnic Conflict, and Nationhood in the Caucasus (New York:
New York University Press, 2007), 99.

51Brian Glyn Williams, “The Russo-Chechen War: A Threat to Stability in the Middle East and Eurasia?” Middle
East Policy 8, no. 1 (March 2001): 128–48.
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Khasavyurt Accord—signed after a ceasefire in 1996—deferred final status
talks until 2001.

Phase 2: Area Killing in the Second Chechen War (1999–2001)

The First Chechen War was widely seen as a victory of the Chechen insur-
gency over Russia’s superior conventional army, but the latter’s poor intelli-
gence and indiscriminate tactics ensured the Russians fought far more than
the rebels themselves. In late 1999, using the pretext of alleged Chechen-
operated terrorist attacks in Russian cities that claimed the lives of three
hundred civilians, a revamped Russian military entered Chechnya, soon
taking control of its cities. Instead of a brief military confrontation, how-
ever, Russia initiated a new protracted war. Though the Russian troops
were relatively successful in regaining control over the capital of Grozny
and other urban centers in the second phase of this conflict, the Chechen
insurgents moved to the republic’s mountainous and forested areas and
commenced a determined and initially effective guerilla war. The Russians
had vague intelligence on the location of the insurgents, but they still did
not know their identities. The Russian military therefore predominantly
deployed a mix of indiscriminate violence and area killing in a wave of
shelling and zachistki (which did not target the relatives of insurgents).
These operations antagonized many Chechens who then joined the insur-
gency in a bid to retaliate, and Russia lacked the military dominance to
deter or eliminate them.
During this second phase, federal troops remained largely confined to

their garrisons, extending control only over their immediate proximity and
the main roads, while carrying out occasional counterinsurgency operations
elsewhere. In 2004, a Russian combat general in Chechnya recalled that the
troops were previously “so busy just trying to ensure their own security”
that they “almost never encounter[ed] the guerrillas.”52 Against this back-
ground, the Kremlin authorized the establishment and gradual deployment
of Chechen paramilitary units from the early 2000s onward. These para-
military units, kadyrovtsy, came to be known by the name of their leader
and then head of Chechnya’s pro-Moscow government, Akhmad Kadyrov,
and subsequently his son, Ramzan.53 Starting in 2001 and 2002, the
Russian Army began to deploy kadyrovtsy and employ kin targeting on a
large scale due to their improved intelligence on insurgent families, which
marked a turning point and initiated the third phase of the conflict.

52Mark Kramer, “The Perils of Counterinsurgency: Russia’s War in Chechnya,” International Security 29, no. 3
(Winter 2004/05): 5–63.

53Andrey Yugov, “Prezidentskiy Spetsnaz” [The president’s Spetsnaz], Strana.ru, December 15, 2003, http://www.
memo.ru/hr/hotpoints/caucas1/msg/2003/12/m15978.htm.
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Phase 3: The Emergence of the kadyrovtsy in the Second Chechen War
(2002–2009)

The Russians in Chechnya had significant incentives and few restraints to
use kin killing. On the one hand, after creating and deploying paramilitary
units of local Chechens, they knew the identities of many insurgents,
although often not their locations. Furthermore, the robust insurgency
functioned within a traditional society marked by strong and identifiable
clan networks,54 making it possible to directly target family members to
coerce present and future insurgents.55 Indeed, 68 out of our 85 interview-
ees (80%) said that incumbent forces knew their relatives’ locations, while
78 out of 85 (92%) said the kadyrovtsy played a key role in identifying
them. As an illiberal regime, the Russians and their Chechen allies did not
feel overly constrained by norms opposed to such violence against nonpar-
ticipant civilians once they knew their locations.
Starting in the early 2000s, pro-Moscow forces succeeded in establishing

firm control over the whole territory by using kadyrovtsy in nearly every
Chechen village. Most Chechen males seeking membership in kadyrovtsy
units did so to secure their own lives and their families’ survival in the
Russian military–led counterinsurgency operations. For some, economic
considerations also played a role, as membership in local armed units was
the only option left for many to support their families. Soon thereafter,
kadyrovtsy paramilitaries were deployed in combat against insurgents and
in retributive attacks on the families of insurgents, which effectively initi-
ated a series of blood feuds between the warring sides. Since roughly 2005,
kadyrovtsy almost fully replaced the Russian military as the main counter-
insurgency force in the republic. This cemented the loyalty of the newly
recruited kadyrovtsy and their relatives to the Kadyrov clan and indirectly
linked their fates to the vicissitudes of the Kremlin’s support.56

54Clans and patriarchal values have remained salient in the lives of ordinary Chechens. For example, Chechens
never self-identify as atomized individuals, nor are they regarded by their ethnic kin as such. They relate
themselves to one of around 150 teyps, or large clans, of which the largest consist of several thousand
members. Teyps are subdivided into branches (gar), which are further divided into patronymic families (nekye).
Nekyes are divided into groups of related families, extending up to seven generations (shchin-nakh), which are
further subdivided into atomic families (d€ozal). An individual Chechen is conceived of as a member of his or
her blood kin. Whatever the individual’s personal allegiances, a clan identity is bestowed upon the individual
by virtue of communal perceptions. As far as larger teyps are concerned, individual clan members may lack
direct knowledge of each other, which can weaken teyp solidarity. As a result, teyp identity has evolved into
another “imagined community,” and something of an ethnographic curiosity. Although teyps have lost much
of their salience, clan and family identity remain strong.

55On the importance of networks in insurgency, see Paul Staniland, “Organizing Insurgency: Networks,
Resources, and Rebellion in South Asia,” International Security 37, no. 1 (Summer 2012): 142–77; Sarah
Elizabeth Parkinson, “Organizing Rebellion: Rethinking High-Risk Mobilization and Social Networks in War,”
American Political Science Review 107, no. 3 (August 2013): 418–32.

56Lyall “Are Coethnics More Effective Counterinsurgents?” Lyall shows that these kinship ties and intra-ethnic
networks played a large role in collecting information and issuing credible threats, which transformed the
conflict from one between Russians and Chechens to a conflict that primarily pitted pro-Moscow Chechens,
kadyrovtsy, versus rebel Chechens.
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The establishment of kadyrovtsy units was paralleled by a wave of defections
among former insurgents into the pro-Moscow camp of Akhmad Kadyrov,
whom the insurgents had known from fighting alongside him in previous
years.57 Former insurgents soon came to represent the core of kadyrovtsy
forces, making up most of the Chechen paramilitary forces by the early 2000s.
Formed from the ranks of former insurgents, they possessed attributes crucial
to the success of the counterinsurgency campaign and the use of kin killing:
knowledge of the enemies’ identities—their former comrades in arms—as well
as of their social terrain and mountainous safe havens. Being familiar with the
identities of the current insurgents, kadyrovtsy launched attacks on the insur-
gents’ relatives, who were kidnapped, detained, usually tortured, and often
killed to coerce the insurgents into demobilization. Being embedded within
the very fabric of Chechen society, the base of the pro-Moscow Chechen
authorities was dramatically strengthened.
Due to the high degree of control that Chechen law enforcement

imposed on the local population, backed by Russian military strength,
“nothing went unnoticed in Chechnya,” as one interviewee put it.58 Indeed,
Chechen authorities have paid particular attention to males of conscript
age to ensure they do not participate in the resistance movement. The
imams of all Chechen mosques are obliged by the authorities to supply a
list on a weekly basis of Chechen males of conscript age who have missed
Friday prayers. A single absence is enough for kadyrovtsy to pay a visit to
the male’s family.59 Should a Chechen male be found missing from his
native village or district for several weeks, his relatives would be asked to
provide the authorities with detailed information about his current where-
abouts and occupation.
Interviews have provided striking examples. For instance, if a Chechen

male is believed to have traveled outside Chechnya for educational pur-
poses, his relatives are required by local law enforcement to provide evi-
dence of his studies, such as a stamped document from his university. The
documentation would then be double-checked by representatives of the
Chechen authorities based in various Russian cities. In several cases,
Chechen males known to be (temporarily) residing outside Russia have
been required to send to the Chechen authorities audiovisual proof of their
physical presence in the new location.60

57The defectors from the fall of 1999 were motivated ideologically and politically. Having become ardent
enemies of the jihadist warlords in the interwar period, and blaming the jihadists for the resumed fighting in
fall 1999, these defectors, such as the infamous Yamadayev brothers, switched to the Russians to largely settle
scores with their jihadist enemies. By contrast, the defectors of the early 2000s were usually driven by the use
of kin targeting, with kadyrovtsy kidnapping their relatives and threatening to murder them.

58Interview with interviewee 1.
59Interview with Mairbek Vatchagaev, a Paris-based Chechen historian with the Jamestown Foundation,
March 2013.

60Interview with Vatchagaev.
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The Chechen authorities paid particular attention to the external dimen-
sion of “population control.” In recent years, Grozny has established “mini-
embassies” composed of several Chechen officers inside several Russian
embassies abroad—particularly in Europe, Turkey, and states in the Persian
Gulf. Such embassies are believed to collaborate with Russian secret service
agents to identify possible supporters and sponsors of the Chechen insur-
gency.61 They have also sought to “organize” Chechen �emigr�e communities,
particularly in Europe, to neutralize the activities of separatist Chechen
community leaders and to thwart Chechen refugees’ attempts to sue the
Chechen government in European courts.62 Similarly, the Chechen author-
ities possess a number of semiofficial representatives in a range of Russian
provincial centers, where they routinely monitor—and preside over—the
activities of local Chechen communities. They also double-check the identi-
ties and affiliations of Chechen males registered within their respective
areas. In cases of alleged support to insurgents, or of dissident behavior
toward the current regime in Grozny, the Chechen authorities often target
suspects directly (when they can be located) and their Chechnya-based
relatives.
The Chechen authorities also routinely screen internet communications

and phone calls within the country. They have monitored Chechnya-related
internet forums abroad, tracking anti-regime and pro-jihadist remarks
made by foreign-based Chechens.63 Salafi communities and ideology have
been outlawed in Chechnya, which has allowed Chechen law enforcement
agencies to profile and carry out “preventive” arrests of Chechen males
with a “suspicious” appearance. Long beards and shaved mustaches are
considered an attribute of “Wahhabis” or “shaytans” (“devils” in Arabic), as
the Salafi Muslims have come to be labeled.64 Given these circumstances,
the prospect of joining the insurgency or providing it any kind of support
has become too risky of an endeavor for many Chechens to contemplate,
either within or outside the country. In nearly all such cases, the identities
of would-be insurgents and/or dissidents are publicly disclosed.
Some information on the violence in the North Caucasus comes out in

reports by human rights organizations (Human Rights Watch, Memorial),
as well as from nongovernmental organizations (International Crisis

61Interview with Vatchagaev.
62Andrei Babitsky, “‘Zachistka’ chechenskoy diaspory v Evrope. Kogo i kak pytaetsya vernut’ v Chechnyu Ramzan
Kadyrov” [Cleansing of the Chechen diaspora in Europe: Who and how is Ramzan Kadyrov trying to return to
Chechnya], Radio Free Europe/Radio Freedom, March 11, 2009.

63According to rumors widespread among Europe’s Chechen communities, on various occasions Europe-based
authors of anti-Kadyrov statements or demonstrations have been targeted upon their return to Chechnya. In
some instances, their Chechnya-based relatives have been targeted. Shaun Walker, “‘They Find You and Shoot
You’: Chechens in Fear after Third Kadyrov Critic Killed,” Guardian, July 8, 2020.

64Igor Izmaylov, “Vvidu otsutstviya ved’m v Chechne obyavlena okhota na shaytanov” [Due to the absence of
witches in Chechnya, the hunt for demons (shaitans) is announced], Worldyou.ru, January 31, 2014, http://
wordyou.ru/v-rossii/vvidu-otsutstviya-vedm-vchechne-obyavlena-oxota-na-shajtanov.html.
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Group) and media agencies (Kavkazskiy Uzel, “Caucasian Knot”), which
have closely observed developments in the region and in Chechnya in par-
ticular. On a long-term basis, however, the intense security concerns of
Chechen civilian victims of kadyrovtsy paramilitaries, coupled with the dra-
conian restrictions recently imposed on organizations in Chechnya and in
Russia, have resulted in only a small proportion of the overall number of
human rights violations being made public. Since the early 2000s, kadyr-
ovtsy have been routinely accused of extrajudicial killings, torture, and rape
of real or alleged insurgents and their family members.65 The violence
kadyrovtsy perpetrated against the family members of insurgents has been
so substantial that some refer to it as “Putin’s Chechnya strategy.”66

Nonetheless, Chechen law enforcement agencies have enjoyed almost total
impunity in using violence against the relatives of insurgents as a system-
atic strategy.67

During the zenith of the kadyrovtsy-led counterinsurgency operations in
the mid-2000s, the Memorial human rights organization reported the dis-
covery of around 50 mass graves across Chechnya.68 Between 1999 and
2004, Memorial recorded 2,090 cases of “disappearances.”69 This figure
does not convey the entire picture, however, because many Chechen fami-
lies “never complain, and prefer not to report [disappearances].”70 Between
3,000 and 5,000 Chechens are estimated to “have disappeared” without a
trace during the conflict. This estimate is almost certainly low because it is
based on reported cases only.71

The Chechen authorities have been careful never to explicitly endorse
the use of lethal force in targeting insurgents’ relatives, nor have they ever
openly confirmed these activities. Still, from time to time, the Chechen
authorities have publicly declared that some form of coresponsibility was
necessary for insurgents’ relatives, even though they have avoided being
explicit about using lethal violence against such relatives. Nevertheless,
some occasional references to these practices have been made public, which
shed light on the mindset of the counterinsurgents. In a 2009 interview,

65“Widespread Torture in the Chechen Republic” (Human Rights Watch Briefing Paper for the 37th Session, UN
Committee against Torture, November 13, 2006).

66James Hughes, Chechnya: From Nationalism to Jihad (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008).
67Although some cases have been brought against the Chechen authorities, almost none have been judged in
favor of those suing. “A State of Impunity: A Brief History of Human Rights Violations in Chechnya,” World
Without Torture (blog), April 3, 2012.

68Nick Paton Walsh, “Chechen Government Admits Civilians Buried in Mass Graves,” Guardian, June 15, 2005.
69“Chechnya, 2004. Pokhishcheniya i ischeznoveniya ludey” [Kidnappings and disappearances], Memorial,
February 8, 2005, http://polit.ru/article/2005/02/08/memo/.

70“Pokhishcheniya i ischeznoveniya ludey.” See also Alexander Cherskasov, Sud’ba neizvestna. Zhiteli Chechenskoy
respubliki, zaderzhannie predstavitelyami federal’nykh silovykh struktur v khode vooruzhennogo konflikta i
bessledno ischeznuvshie ili ubitie [Fate unknown. Chechen Republic’s inhabitants, apprehended by
representatives of federal law enforcement in the course of the armed conflict and disappeared without trace
and killed] (Moscow: Memorial/Zvenya, 2012), http://www.memo.ru/2012/02/27/kvi.pdf.

71See Emma Gilligan, Terror in Chechnya: Russia and the Tragedy of Civilians in War (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2009).
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the head of Chechnya’s pro-Moscow government, Ramzan Kadyrov, said
the use of insurgents’ relatives as human shields was justifiable during
counterinsurgency operations.72 In a speech delivered on Chechen TV in
2010, Kadyrov quite unambiguously stated that “having allowed such filth
to go to the woods [join the insurgency], those fathers and brothers should
know that we will call them to responsibility.”73 Although the Chechen
authorities have generally disavowed any connection to the assaults, kill-
ings, and “disappearances” of the relatives of insurgents and their support-
ers, they have officially approved of the practice of burning down the
houses of insurgent relatives as being “in line with Chechen customs.”74

Firsthand testimonies suggest that kadyrovtsy have often employed the
principle of collective guilt and trespassed the limits of counterinsurgency
activities. For example, Svetlana Gannushkina, a prominent Russian human
rights activist, claimed that “today, in Chechnya … pretty girls have to
face the fact that if someone from the Kadyrov family fancies them …
they cannot refuse him. If she were to refuse, she would endanger not only
herself, but her entire family as well.”75 The strategic use of violence against
the relatives of insurgents has effectively coerced insurgents to defect or
demobilize and put civilians front and center, making them pay for their
allegiances and incentivizing cooperation with the counterinsurgency.

The Effectiveness of Kin Killing in Chechnya

Kin killing was clearly employed in Chechnya for the reasons our theory
suggests: the quality of intelligence and the presence of an illiberal regime.
The tactic was effective at turning the tide of the counterinsurgency effort,
we submit, due to its use by a dominant Russian military amid a traditional
Chechen society. We focus here on the presentation and analysis of the
words of our Chechen interviewees, who personally experienced and/or
witnessed kin killing. Table 4 provides a collective overview of their experi-
ences and demonstrates that kin killing had a significant impact on forcing
the surrender or defection of insurgents, pushing them and their family to
renounce retaliation, and deterring prospective recruits from joining the
fight. We examine each of these three mechanisms below.

72“Siloviki’ Ispolzuyut Rodstvennikov Boevikov v Kachestve Zhivogo Shchita” [Enforcers use relatives of militants
as human shields], Memorial, September 9, 2010, http://www.memo.ru/2010/09/09/0909101.htm; Burtin S.
Kadyrov, “Ne Spravlaetsa” [He isn’t making it], Expert, July 14, 2009, http://expert.ru/2009/07/14/sobutiya_
kavkaz/.

73Chechen TV Channel, July 3, 2010.
74“‘Memorial: V Chechne Podzhigayut Doma Rodstvennikov Boevikov” [Memorial: In Chechnya, the houses of the
insurgents’ relatives are burned down], Kavkazskiy Uzel, March 26, 2009, http://www.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/
151371/.

75“Svetlana Gannushkina: Chechens Flee to Germany from Kadyrov’s Totalitarian Regime,” Human Rights in
Russia, September 12, 2013, http://hro.rightsinrussia.info/archive/NC/chechnya/emigration/gannushkina.
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Forced Surrender and Defection

Several cases of former insurgents surrendering or defecting to the other
side were made public in the early 2000s. These often included prominent
separatist leaders, whose submission to Chechnya’s pro-Moscow authorities
was believed to have a particularly strong psychological impact on insur-
gents and civilians alike. Having undertaken a massive manhunt, Chechen
law enforcement captured at least forty relatives of a key separatist general,
Minister of Defense Magomed Khambiyev. These captives included the
general’s sisters, who were threatened with murder unless the general sur-
rendered. Following several rounds of discussions with his clan elders, the
general eventually did so in March 2004.

Given the situation that had developed surrounding him, his family and the dozens
or even hundreds of both close and distant relatives, Khambiyev had no other choice
… A different choice on his part would have been incomprehensible and
unacceptable to the Chechen public—buying his own freedom with the freedom and
lives of relatives would mean the breaking of unwritten laws and codes of conduct.76

Reports have emerged about the detainment of the relatives of other
leading figures of the Chechen insurgency (for example, Aslan
Maskhadov).77 In each case, the insurgents were approached by the
Chechen authorities and ordered to capitulate to the pro-Moscow camp or
demobilize in exchange for their relatives’ lives. Each week or month of
hesitation (depending on the case) would result in the loss of a relative.
Although only the cases featuring prominent rebel leaders were publicized,
this mechanism proved successful with both prominent and ordinary

Table 4. The impact of kin killing: summary interview data.

Mechanisma

Kin killing had . . .

Decisive
impact

Some
impact

Little or
no impact

Combatant
eyewitnesses (21)

Forced surrender and defection 81% (17) 19% (4) 0% (0)
Renouncing retaliation 5% (1) 95% (20) 0% (0)
Deterrence of prospective

insurgents
90% (19) 5% (1) 5% (1)

Noncombatant
eyewitnesses (60)b

Renouncing retaliation 5% (3) 92% (55) 3% (2)
Deterrence of prospective

insurgents
90% (54) 5% (3) 5% (3)

aThe “impact” for combatant interviewees is on their own behavior; for noncombatant eyewitnesses the impact
is on their and their families’ behavior (dozal and nekye).

bA large majority (90%) of noncombatants said that kin killing had an impact on forced surrender and defection
of insurgents they knew. It was difficult to parse just how decisive the impact was from our interviews, how-
ever, so we do not offer a precise breakdown for this particular interviewee/mechanism combination.

76Memorial, “‘Dobrovolnaya Sdacha’ Magomeda Khambiyeva” [Voluntary surrender of Magomed Khambiev],
Memorial, March 10, 2004, www.memo.ru/hr/hotpoints/caucas1/msg/2004/03/m13451.htm.

77C. W. Blandy, “The End of Ichkeria?” Defence Academy of the United Kingdom, Conflict Studies Research
Centre, April 2, 2005, https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/87563/05_apr.pdf.
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rebels—all eleven of our interviewees who experienced kin targeting with
their own relatives subsequently demobilized.78

In the early 2000s, the incumbent forces, particularly through the deploy-
ment of kadyrovtsy paramilitaries, started attacking active insurgents’ rela-
tives. At that time, the insurgents were still able to contact their families
through mobile communicators or networks of local supporters and fellow
villagers. However, with increasing incumbent control over territory toward
the mid-2000s, the insurgents grew less mobile and more isolated in their
mountainous hideouts. Direct communication between the insurgents and
their relatives became sporadic. Nevertheless, the insurgents often contin-
ued to rely on their support networks to survive, which provided informa-
tion about relatives along with basic medicine, food, and clothing.
According to a former insurgent, “People [locals] kept on providing sup-
port to us … They brought food and clothes to the hideouts. Information
about how our families fared was especially valued [by us].”79 Despite the
increasing isolation of the insurgents, the social structure of Chechnya’s
“big village”—a term coined by Irina Gordienko80—facilitated the exchange
of information about their relatives being targeted as retribution. Some
insurgents even stayed in the vicinity of their native villages and were aided
by the locals. In other cases, the counterinsurgency communicated notice
of kin targeting to the insurgents directly and deliberately. As our theory
predicts, kadyrovtsy “flipped the network” by using information channels
(such as clan elders) to make such actions common knowledge to the rele-
vant audiences.

Renouncing Retaliation

The restoration of individual and clan honor by means of retaliation has
traditionally been considered the main driving force behind blood feuds.81

As in the distant past, the norms stipulated by local customary law (adat)
still play a significant role in the lives of ordinary Chechens. The ancient
code of honor (siy) constitutes the cornerstone of Chechen traditionalism,
defining the relationships between genders, age groups, hosts and guests,
and so on. A Chechen male’s honor consists primarily of his courage, hos-
pitality, and generosity, as well as in his ability to safeguard the honor of
his relatives. Most importantly for the purposes of this study, a male’s
honor encompasses his ability to properly avenge any offense inflicted

78Kin killing did not work in every case. Maskhadov refused to surrender and was assassinated in 2005 after
many of his relatives were murdered, for example.

79Interview with interviewee 2.
80Interview with Irina Gordienko, a journalist specializing in Chechnya and the North Caucasus with Novaya
Gazeta, a liberal Russian daily, June 2014.

81Emil Aslan Souleimanov and Huseyn Aliyev, “Blood Revenge and Violent Mobilization: Evidence from the
Chechen Wars,” International Security 40, no. 2 (Fall 2015): 158–80.
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upon him or his relatives. Offenses include severe verbal humiliation, phys-
ical injury leading to invalidity or death, and especially manslaughter and
rape. In cases of substantial offenses, which are termed blood insults
(y€ukh’yagor), the norms of customary law compel the directly offended
male or his male relatives to proclaim a blood feud (ch’ir). To ensure the
honor of an offended individual or his clan is restored, the offense in ques-
tion must be “washed off” with the blood of the direct culprit, or his broth-
ers or cousins (and, in rare cases, his father or uncles)—another version of
kin killing. Historically, with the specific exception of rape, adat stipulates
that only one male member of the culprit’s clan is to be murdered in a
blood feud. An act of retaliation transforms an offender into an offended,
who is similarly required to seek revenge to avoid “losing face,” thereby
fostering a vicious cycle of reciprocal reprisal.
Since the blood feud has no expiration date, it may extend to successive

generations and involve individuals entirely unrelated to the initial onset of
the blood feud. In such a sociocultural setting, an individual’s honor is
intertwined with the honor of his or her clan, since a clan’s honor consists
of the collective honor of its individual members. Because the capacity of
clan members to properly defend or avenge their relatives is key to the
clan’s honor, clans have historically tried to cultivate intense levels of
internal solidarity.
During the First Chechen War, the need to retaliate for the wrongs per-

petrated by the Russian military prompted thousands of initially apolitical
Chechens to take up arms and join the insurgency. The local tradition of
honor required that males mobilize to avenge the killings, torture, injuries,
and humiliation inflicted upon themselves or upon their relatives. At the
same time, the inability to identify the direct culprits of Russian attacks—
troops who had carried out artillery shellings, aerial bombings, and mop-
up operations of entire villages and cities—meant the entire Russian mili-
tary became the subjects of Chechen revenge: “When you are obliged [by
adat and public opinion] to avenge a killing and you cannot reach the
actual murderer, you go after the closest person who [you] can get: a
brother, a cousin, a fellow soldier.”82

Local tradition required that Chechens retaliate for the offenses inflicted
upon them or upon their relatives, sometimes even at the cost of their own
lives, to restore their clan’s honor. A theme that resurfaced in our inter-
views was the supremacy of the code of honor in Chechens’ lives. As one
interviewee put it, “We, Chechens, never leave insults unanswered, we have
different customs.”83 Indeed, had the kadyrovtsy simply been fighting the

82Interview with a Chechen political scientist who chose to remain anonymous, June 2014.
83Interview with Huseyn Iskhanov, a former Chechen insurgent and member of the Headquarters of the
Ichkerian Army, currently based in Austria, May 2015.
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war independently, then they would have faced massive revenge attacks
against their clan and a growing insurgency. The fact that the kadyrovtsy
were backed by tens of thousands of Russian troops gave them an enor-
mous asymmetry of power. Ultimately, they confronted fragmented “forces”
consisting of members of individual Chechen clans, numbering between a
few dozen and a few hundred civilians each. Due to the immense control
that the pro-Moscow Chechen forces had imposed on Chechen society and
the intelligence they now possessed, any effort to restore individual or clan
honor by avenging a clan member would most likely have led to the recip-
rocal liquidation of the perpetrators’ families.84

Consistent with our argument, as the likelihood of family extermination
increased with the strengthening of the kadyrovtsy’s control over the popu-
lation, many Chechens were forced to renounce retaliation, cease providing
support to insurgents, and avoid joining insurgent groups. “At the end of
the day, we’re all people and want to live, want to see our kids live …
Risking a single shot that could miss, but knowing it could obliterate your
family[,] changes minds.”85 Our interviewees reasoned that murdering one
member of kadyrovtsy units, at the cost of almost certain death for a num-
ber of one’s relatives, would not help restore one’s clan’s honor. Likewise,
since joining insurgent groups or providing support to them was relatively
easy for the counterinsurgents and their local agents to detect, there was a
high chance of severe retaliation, which raised the cost of any pro-insurgent
actions. Some interviewees stated, “[Under these circumstances], I don’t see
a particular sense in blood revenge: perhaps you kill one, they come and
kill many … If you’re not mentally ill [bolnoi], you won’t do that. This is
not to say that you have to forget what was done to you, and God willing,
you or your kids would still try to take your blood, but in the current situ-
ation, this is just crazy.”86 As another interviewee put it, “I know it hurts,
but still … you have to make peace with that unless you want your whole
family to be wiped out.”87

In Chechnya, with its strong warrior ethos, an avenger losing his life for
the sake of defending honor has traditionally been considered a virtuous
act that posthumously confers prestige upon his clan members. By contrast,
those in contemporary Chechnya who have chosen to retaliate will, there-
fore, be deprived of the heroic status ascribed to honorable avengers:

84In violation of customary Chechen law and its principle of equivalence, a kadyrovtsy’s retaliation often involved
the extermination of multiple male members of entire families, whereas adat required reciprocal retaliation to
be proportionate, in that a single member of an enemy family be killed for a single act of murder or fatal
injury. In addition, a kadyrovtsy’s violence included the murder (and rape) of adolescents and of females, who
are exempt from blood revenge according to Chechen customary law.

85Interview with anonymous Chechen political scientist, June 2014.
86Interview with interviewee 3.
87Interview with interviewee 4.
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“What is so respectable about sacrificing your relatives?”88 Another inter-
viewee has pointed to the alleged egoism of avengers, claiming:

I can understand if you sacrifice your own life for the sake of your honor as a true
man and a Chechen, if you can’t sleep at nights … It is to be respected, and people
would notice that. But if you retaliate just because you couldn’t have made peace
with the injustice done to you … and risk the lives of your relatives in turn, then
this has nothing to do with honor. At least, not in the current situation.89

The immense power asymmetry, coupled with the counterinsurgents’
control and willingness to deploy lethal violence, reversed popular attitudes
about the merits of retaliation. As a result, unwillingness to seek revenge—
at least immediately—became increasingly socially acceptable. Consistent
with our argument in a traditional society, kin killing “flipped the network”
by converting relatives from sources of motivations to fight into pressure
points compelling restraint.

Deterrence of Prospective Insurgents

Kin killing may have led existing Chechen insurgents to demobilize and
renounce retaliation, but it must also cut off the pipeline through which
new recruits join. Otherwise, the tactic could have become counterproduct-
ive, swelling the insurgency’s ranks or creating a whack-a-mole problem.
As a rule, even though they might secretly sympathize with the insurgents,
villagers do not associate themselves with insurgents as much as they do
with their fellow villagers or relatives. The liquidation of Chechen insur-
gents in combat operations was mostly confined to the country’s sparsely
populated mountainous areas (where insurgents had hideouts), and thus
generally had little or no direct psychological impact on civilians, even
though the authorities publicized operations widely.
Interviews indicate that in contrast to targeting insurgents “far in the

woods,” the liquidation and forced “disappearances” of insurgents’ relatives
and the burning of their homes have had an immense deterrent effect on
civilians. As an interviewee eloquently put it, “Seeing things
[“disappearance” of one’s relatives] is stronger than knowing things. You
remember better and sleep worse.”90 Once kin killing became standard
practice, those considering joining the fight against the incumbent forces
thought twice before acting. Noninsurgent interviewees agreed that ram-
pant kin targeting was a critical deterrent of violent mobilization. As sum-
marized by one respondent, “In a war, seeing death and suffering around,
you get used to it … [you] don’t care about your own life. All you want is

88Interview with interviewee 5.
89Interview with interviewee 6.
90Interview with interviewee 7.
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to kill those rats, pigs … Knowing they would return to wipe out my fam-
ily was the only reason I didn’t go to the woods.”91

Historically, those seeking revenge have had a fair chance of survival.
Even though a blood feud puts entire clans at risk of reciprocal retaliation,
individual clans balance one another demographically. Equivalency was an
integral part of blood revenge; in an eye-for-an-eye series of retaliations, a
single individual was killed for the previous killing of a single individual,
and entire families or clans were never wiped out. Moreover, some families
and clans have left their villages or the country in an effort to escape blood
feuds. Yet leaving the country became problematic in the early 2000s. As a
rule, a Chechen family intending to sell its property and leave the republic
for good had to first obtain approval from the Chechen authorities. Should
there be a “conflict of interest” with the authorities, such as a conflict with
kadyrovtsy or their relatives, entire families could become hostages of the
Chechen authorities in general and kadyrovtsy in particular. “There is no
way out of the country for those challenging Kadyrov’s authority, let alone
resorting to violence to help out the insurgents,” as Mairbek Vatchagaev
noted.92

For those who joined the insurgency, the level of control exercised by
kadyrovtsy meant the likelihood of their relatives being murdered was
exceedingly high. Whereas chasing the insurgents hiding up in the moun-
tains was a time-consuming task, the relatives of insurgents could be locally
identified and punished with relative ease. As a result, several Chechen
interviewees deemed this situation too risky for their relatives: “When you
take up arms and go to the wood [join insurgency], you may kill a police
officer or not; it’s all a matter of luck. Yet either way, you put the heads of
your relatives on block—this is for sure. You can’t win this war.”93

Accordingly, “while few explode [and target counterinsurgents], most bite
the bullet and wait out.”94

Due to the immense risk of joining the insurgency, or of retaliating for
would-be insurgents, the relatives of insurgents urged the “offended” males
to renounce, or at least postpone, retaliation. Many Chechen interviewees
stated that they never made peace with what was done to them or to their
relatives—and never abandoned the blood feud—but just temporarily post-
poned its imposition. Ekaterina Sokirianskaia, former head of the
International Crisis Group’s North Caucasus program, has observed that
“due to the horrible dictatorship [in Chechnya] and methods of collective
punishment, the Chechens have postponed blood feud and their protest to

91Interview with interviewee 7.
92Interview with Vatchagaev, March 2018.
93Interview with interviewee 8.
94Interview with interviewee 9.
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better times, which is impossible today. Still, this is a frozen situation, not
a [sustainable] solution [to the conflict].”95

As a result, once considered the strongest in the region, the Chechen
insurgency was considerably weakened during the 2000s.96 Eighty-five per-
cent of our interviewees who said they were personally threatened by kin
killing also said their relatives were deterred from joining the fight (18 out
of 21). Most Chechens ultimately submitted to the counterinsurgency prac-
tice of kin killing. Unlike the First Chechen War or the early years of the
Second, this time the Russians triumphed, in no small part due to the
widespread use of kin killing, which improved intelligence made possible,
and which military dominance and traditional networks and norms made
effective.

Kin Killing Before and After Chechnya

Although it is incredibly difficult to obtain reliable information on the use
and effectiveness of kin killing due to the incentives perpetrators and vic-
tims have to remain silent, we can nonetheless identify a number of past
and present examples of this brutal tactic that provide an opportunity to
assess the generalizability of our claims.
Russia itself had a long history of kin killing before Chechnya. But the

practice’s roots trace back to perhaps its earliest institutionalization in
ancient China. “Under the Qin dynasty (230–206 B.C.), Chinese had been
made mutually responsible for each other’s conduct,” and regarding crimes,
“failure to report meant that that individual would personally be chopped
in half. Relatives of a criminal bore the same responsibility to report that
person’s actions.”97 The Mongols, who had long lived under Chinese rule,
introduced and built upon local practices of poruka (“suretyship” or
“collective responsibility”) in Russia after their invasions in the thirteenth
century.98 The practice of kin killing comes from krugovaya poruka, which
translates to “joint responsibility” or “circular control.”99

In the Soviet Union, the family unit was seen as a rival to state loyalty,
and even Stalin’s support of the nuclear family was conceived as a method

95Interview with Ekaterina Sokirianskaia, ex-director of the North Caucasus Project, International Crisis Group,
January 2014.

96With the dramatic weakening of Chechen insurgent groups and the severing of the insurgents’ ties with their
relatives, the instances of lethal violence had become increasingly episodic by the second half of the 2000s.
Nowadays, kin targeting has replaced kin killing: the burning of the houses of the insurgents’ families and
their banishment from their villages and city neighborhoods. Socioeconomic discrimination, such as
termination of employment, has also become a widespread practice against the relatives of insurgents.

97Horace W. Dewey, “Russia’s Debt to the Mongols in Suretyship and Collective Responsibility,” Comparative
Studies in Society and History 30, no. 2 (April 1988): 255.

98Dewey, “Russia’s Debt to the Mongols in Suretyship and Collective Responsibility.”
99Golfo Alexopoulos, “Stalin and the Politics of Kinship: Practices of Collective Punishment, 1920s–1940s,”
Comparative Studies in Society and History 50, no. 1 (January 2008): 93.
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of control because those blood ties could be used as leverage to “flip the
network.” For insurgents and political adversaries, “the Soviet security
police[,] or OGPU-NKVD[,] issued detailed instructions regarding the pun-
ishment that should be assigned to the spouses, children, siblings, parents,
and even ex-wives of state enemies.”100 These practices, coupled with the
military dominance of the Mongols and Soviets, helped to cow their
empires for generations.
Russia and the Soviet Union have collectively won 18 of their 21 coun-

terinsurgency campaigns, in no small part because of their brutal tactics.101

Afghanistan (1979–1989) and the First Chechen War were their two mili-
tary losses.102 As in mid-1990s Chechnya, the Russians conducted more
indiscriminate area killing in Afghanistan. They often lacked adequate
intelligence to carry out kin killing, and waged a “highway” war from
urban strongholds without the ability to militarily dominate the large popu-
lation it targeted with violence.103

More liberal regimes have been less likely to directly kill insurgents’ fam-
ily members, although they have employed a variety of kin targeting practi-
ces, especially when operating outside their own borders. In the Boer Wars
at the turn of the nineteenth century, the British first responded to guerrilla
warfare by burning commandos’ farms, along with those located near areas
of anti-British attacks.104 These became part of a “coercion-by-punishment
campaign: a means to coerce the commandos into surrendering by inflict-
ing suffering on their families.”105 The British created the first named
“concentration camps,” in which they gave less food to the relatives of
fighters and housed them in squalid conditions.106 These tactics, coupled
with growing British military dominance, helped yield over five thousand
Boer defectors and an eventual British victory.107

Without that dominance, however, the kin-targeting tactics would likely
have done more harm than good for the British cause. Their actions against
family members (thousands of whom died in the camps) stoked the fires of
tens of thousands of Boer insurgents who fought to the end, giving in only
when the dominant British “seemed to be threatening the very reproductive
future of the Boer people.”108 Similar tactics were used successfully by the
British against the Mau Mau insurgency in Kenya, and then by the

100Alexopoulos, “Stalin and the Politics of Kinship,” 91.
101Zhukov, “Counterinsurgency in a Non-Democratic State,” 5.
102One campaign was a draw, also in Chechnya/Dagestan in the first decades of Soviet rule.
103Russian General Staff, The Soviet-Afghan War: How a Superpower Fought and Lost, trans. and ed., Lester W.

Grau and Michael A. Gress (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002).
104Downes, Targeting Civilians in War, 167.
105Downes, Targeting Civilians in War, 161, 168.
106Ibid.
107Downes, Targeting Civilians in War, 171–72.
108Bill Nasson, The South African War 1899–1902 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 223.
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Kenyans themselves against the Shifta rebellion a few years after gaining
independence from the British.109

The civil war in Syria revealed even greater variation in the use and
effectiveness of kin killing. The Assad regime arrested and disappeared the
family members of protestors right from the beginning of the uprisings in
Deraa in March 2011.110 The United Nations reported that in the very first
year of conflict, the Assad regime executed the families of insurgents in
their own homes, including the extended family members of Colonel Riad
al-Assad, head of the Free Syrian Army.111 Such harsh actions had helped
create the “wall of fear” in Syria before 2011. However, in the early years
of the war, with the regime on its heels and hundreds of thousands in the
streets and taking up arms, such kin targeting only appeared to stoke the
flames of the movement to overthrow Assad—the Free Syrian Army grew,
as did other rebel groups.
Since 2015, the extensive intervention of Russia, Iran, and Hezbollah

turned the tide of the conflict, putting Assad in a more militarily powerful
position. Because of this power shift, the regime’s kin targeting seems to
have borne more fruit of late. For example, thousands of fighters have
“reconciled” with the regime under Russian auspices, and hundreds of
insurgents have joined government forces “in order to avoid being per-
ceived as opposition affiliates or ‘terrorists’ and putting themselves and
their families at risk of arrest and detention or retaliation by the author-
ities.”112 Nonetheless, the Assad regime has generated widespread grievan-
ces with its brutal campaigns against kin and nonkin alike. Given the
Syrian government lacks unchecked dominance across all its territory, it
may reap the whirlwind if and when its foreign supporters pull back.
Kin killing has indeed failed in the context of greater insurgent–regime

parity, as it did in the Salvadoran Civil War (1979–1992). The government
in El Salvador initiated a widespread campaign of kin killing via death
squads: “As a priest in the Catholic Church’s legal aid office put it, ‘to be a
victim … it is enough to be a relative of a militant … The concept of col-
lective responsibility is being progressively extended to the individual, the
family, town, and even province.’”113 The children of rebels were kid-
napped to “intimidate families,” especially early in the conflict.114 The

109Randall W. Heather, “Intelligence and Counter-Insurgency in Kenya, 1952–56,” Intelligence and National
Security 5, no. 3 (July 1990): 57–83; Hannah Alice Whittaker, “The Socioeconomic Dynamics of the Shifta
Conflict in Kenya, c. 1963–8,” Journal of African History 53, no. 3 (November 2012): 391–408.

110“‘We’ve Never Seen Such Horror’: Crimes against Humanity by Syrian Security Forces,” Human Rights Watch,
June 1, 2011.

111Reuters, “Families of Syrian Rebels Killed in Their Homes, Says UN.”
112Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, “The ‘Unreconciled’ Concerns of Civilians

in Dar’a Governate,” OHCHR Human Rights Digest, May 2019.
113T. David Mason and Dale A. Krane, “The Political Economy of Death Squads: Toward a Theory of the Impact

of State-Sanctioned Terror,” International Studies Quarterly 33, no. 2 (June 1989): 190.
114Larry Rohter, “El Salvador’s Stolen Children Face a War’s Darkest Secret,” New York Times, August 5, 1996.
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government lacked military dominance, however: their troop numbers were
only two-thirds the size of the rebel fighters’ and their families that they
were targeting.115 Much of the government’s violence therefore turned
“many erstwhile civilian allies into FMLN [Farabundo Mart�ı National
Liberation Front] supporters.”116 As one guerilla organizer described, many
of the recruits who joined years into the insurgency said, “Caramba, what
am I doing over here [in a refugee camp], when I should go and avenge
my family’s blood.”117 The rebels even thought they could win in “final
offensives” in 1981 and 1989, but both sides ultimately settled for a negoti-
ated draw. Kin killing failed in this conflict, but deep scars from the tactic
and related family separations plague El Salvador’s politics and society to
this day.

Implications and Directions for Future Research

Kin killing—the deliberate targeting of insurgents’ family members with
lethal violence—is a brutal and understudied tactic that violates inter-
national law, as well as most moral standards and societal norms concern-
ing the appropriate use of force. Nonetheless, as we have demonstrated in
this article, it has been employed on numerous occasions amid the most
common form of conflict in the recent past, present, and foreseeable future:
civil war. We aimed to offer a clear conceptualization of kin killing and its
logic alongside a micro-level analysis of its deployment, based on firsthand
eyewitnesses in a key case of modern conflict.
Since kin killing targets a small group of nonparticipants based on the

most intimate and important shared characteristic—familial connections to
known insurgents—we argue that it should be conceptualized as the most
selective form of indiscriminate or collective violence (see Table 1 and
Figure 1). We have also suggested that it is more likely to be used when an
illiberal incumbent knows the identity of the insurgents, but not their loca-
tion. Such quality intelligence shrinks the size of the targeted population,
which makes military dominance—the key to kin killing’s success—more
likely. When the incumbent lacks military dominance, kin killing is likely
to provoke significant backlash, especially from large, strongly connected
families in traditional societies (see Table 2). When the incumbent is dom-
inant, however, the use of kin targeting can turn these strong bonds into a

115Hultquist, “Power Parity and Peace?”
116Amelia Hoover Green and Patrick Ball, “Civilian Killings and Disappearances during Civil War in El Salvador

(1980–1992),” Demographic Research 41 (2019): 784; Elisabeth Jean Wood, “The Emotional Benefits of
Insurgency in El Salvador,” in Passionate Politics: Emotions and Social Movements, ed. Jeff Goodwin, James M.
Jasper, and Francesca Polletta (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 267–81.

117Ralph Sprenkels, “El Salvador’s Insurgency: A Relational Account,” in Sprenkels, After Insurgency: Revolution
and Electoral Politics in El Salvador (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018), 60. Italics in the
original.
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weakness and “flip the network” of insurgents’ families against them,
restraining them from joining or continuing the struggle due to the fear of
kin annihilation.
Relying on firsthand interview data from ex-insurgents and civilian eye-

witnesses, this study documents Russia and its local allies’ extensive use of
kin killing in the Second Chechen War. Russia’s employment of paramili-
tary kadyrovtsy units, composed largely of former Chechen insurgents,
allowed them to target the families of rebels with impunity, leading to
forced surrender and defection, the renouncement of retaliation, and the
deterrence of prospective insurgents. What began as a robust insurgency
with limited autonomy for thousands of rebels ended with scattered attacks
by small bands of fighters whose social networks had been penetrated, deci-
mated, and terrorized.118 A former hotbed of regional insurgency,
Chechnya has been considered the safest republic of the North Caucasus
since the late 2000s, with virtually nonexistent insurgent groups and a low
rate of related deaths.119 Russia and its allies’ illiberal nature, the kadyr-
ovtsy’s knowledge of the social landscape, and Russia’s overwhelming
strength created the incentives and the capacity to engage in a deliberate
and successful strategy of kin killing.
Given the obvious restraints of identifying and accessing eyewitnesses

and former insurgents involved directly or indirectly in this form of vio-
lence across the globe, documenting the universe of cases or analyzing a
random sample was not feasible. Nonetheless, our initial analysis of over
ten other cases of kin killing provides support for our central claims. Kin
killing was not used by the Soviet Union and Russia in two cases where
they lacked adequate intelligence on rebel identities (and therefore military
dominance)—Afghanistan and the First Chechen War—which, not coinci-
dentally, were the two times these countries lost a counterinsurgency strug-
gle in the twentieth century. All the regimes that used kin killing were
clearly illiberal—for example, in Russia, Syria, Cameroon, El Salvador,
ancient China, and the Mongols—and the three “exceptions” help prove
the rule. Donald Trump (a less liberal politician) initially expressed support
for the tactic, but did not adopt it after becoming president. The British
adopted kin targeting a century ago in colonies where they did not have a
liberal democracy. Israel is a liberal democracy in Israel proper, but not
historically in Gaza and the West Bank where it has engaged in house

118Aude Merlin, “The Postwar Period in Chechnya: When Spoilers Jeopardize the Emerging Chechen State
(1996–1999),” in Nathalie Duclos, ed., War Veterans in Postwar Situations: Chechnya, Serbia, Turkey, Peru, and
Cote D’Ivoire (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 237.

119See statistics in the Kavkazskiy Uzel, available at https://www.kavkaz-uzel.eu/rubric/1103?page=2. Importantly,
all deaths (20–30 annually) are currently attributed to unorganized outbursts of one-time violence conducted
in suicide-style attacks by young men unaffiliated with any insurgent groups. The insurgency, meanwhile,
spiked in neighboring Dagestan. See David S. Siroky, Valery Dzutsati, and Lenka Bustikova, Defection Denied: A
Study of Civilian Support for Insurgency in Irregular War (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2022).
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demolitions that target, but do not kill, the family members of
insurgents.120

In terms of effectiveness, regimes who used kin killing and kin targeting
were successful when they enjoyed military dominance—from the Mongols
to the British to the Russians—whereas those that lacked such power asym-
metry experienced widespread backlash and mixed results, such as in El
Salvador and Assad in the early years of the Syrian civil war. These initial
findings concerning regime type and strength are in line with our argu-
ments concerning the use and effectiveness of kin killing. Similar in-depth
analyses of the tactic in each context would increase certainty and deepen
our understanding.
The findings from this study help reconcile competing arguments about

the relative effectiveness of selective and indiscriminate violence. Whereas
scholars differ over the impact of targeted violence within hearts and minds
versus repressive, “iron fist” counterinsurgency strategies, we show that the
devil is (literally) in the details. Not all indirect, collective violence is cre-
ated equal. More selective targeting—based on more intimate, powerful
social connections among smaller groups—can be a more effective deter-
rent than broader attacks based on ethnic identity or geographical location.
These conclusions support scholarship that found Israel’s demolitions of
the houses of Palestinian insurgents’ family members were largely effective,
whereas house demolitions based on geographical location (without blood-
line connections) were ineffective.121 We encourage scholars to move
beyond these initial categories of “indiscriminate,” “collective,” and
“selective” violence to generate more precise and powerful theories and
empirical analyses of civilian targeting. Furthermore, we believe our con-
ception of military dominance—troop numbers relative to the size of the
targeted population—provides fresh insight for the counterinsurgent force
size debate, which has focused on static troop-to-rebel or troop-to-total
population ratios.
Though this article has demonstrated the effectiveness of kin killing in

certain contexts, it is also worth noting why its utility in counterinsurgen-
cies may be limited in other cases. First, as kin killing is not generally
employed by liberal regimes in liberal countries, the spreading of norms of
human rights and liberal laws of war to more governments is likely to
bring about decreased usage of the tactic, both within these states’ borders
and those of neighbors that they hold to account. Second, improving trans-
parency about the prevalence of the tactic—while protecting the safety of

120Over time, the Israeli Supreme Court has enacted specific limitations on the use of this tactic. See Amichai
Cohen and Yuval Shany, “House Demolition at the Israeli Supreme Court: Recent Developments,” Lawfare
(blog), January 14, 2019, https://www.lawfareblog.com/house-demolition-israeli-supreme-court-recent-
developments.

121Benmelech et al., “Counter-Suicide-Terrorism”; Hatz, “Selective or Collective?”
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those under threat—can also help decrease it. This is even true for illiberal
regimes, which are generally loath to admit their use of kin killing, and
may stop using it if faced with significant international pressure.
Finally, whereas kin killing may help stem the tide of the insurgency in

the short term, it certainly sets the stage for more hatred and rebellion,
along with the potential ouster of those leaders who use it, in the long
term. Restive populations may delay revenge in the face of overwhelming
force, but the torture or killing of innocent family members only multiplies
the number of bloody grievances against a government and its agents. In
the long run, this makes governance of a captive region much more costly.
As the British and Soviets learned with the dissolution of their empires,
overwhelming repressive capacity and state strength do not last forever.
Kin killing, like other brutal tools of repression, may therefore be like put-
ting a lid on top of a simmering pot—the stewing waters are out of sight
for the moment, but the cover merely conceals a vengeful boil ready to
overflow.
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