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ABSTRACT 

Disobedience in military organizations affects critical outcomes such as the quality of civil-

military relations, the likelihood of civilian abuse, and battlefield effectiveness. Existing work on 

military disobedience focuses on group dynamics; this paper instead investigates the circumstances 

under which individual officers disobey. We argue that officers interpret military orders based on 

their concurrent positions in multiple social networks and that, contingent on the soldier’s 

environment, such orders can “activate” tensions between overlapping social network 

identifications. These tensions create motivations and justifications for disobedience. We develop 

this theory via in-depth case studies of individual officers’ disobedience in the Chinese military 

and the Palestine Liberation Organization, combined with an examination of ten additional cases 

outlined in an appendix. Relying on primary sources, we demonstrate how identifications with 

overlapping social networks led two ostensibly dissimilar officers to disobey in similar ways 

during the Sino-French War (1883-85) and the Lebanese Civil War (1975-1989). Our theory thus 

shows how overlapping social networks create conditions of possibility for even well-trained, loyal 

commanders to disobey their superiors. In doing so, it highlights the critical fact that even within 

the context of intensive military discipline and socialization, individuals draw on identifications 

with varied social networks to make decisions. Further, it implies that individual disobedience 

should be studied as conceptually separate from collective events such as mass desertion or unit 

defection.  

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

On June 22, 1941, the 2nd Panzer Army of Germany’s Third Reich invaded Russia under General 

Heinz Guderian’s command. Guderian was a highly trained, wealthy, respected member of a 
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tightly-knit military family. His father was a prominent commander; Heinz served in the General 

Staff during World War I and was central to German military thought in the interwar years (Koch 

2003). The general reached the Moscow area on December 1 (Biesinger, 2006: 432), where frigid 

weather battered his forces. While Adolf Hitler’s orders dictated that German forces in Russia 

were to hold fast, Guderian believed withdrawal strategically necessary. He met with Hitler on 

December 20 to ask for an exception. Hitler refused, ordering Guderian to dig in. Guderian 

subsequently disobeyed Hitler’s order and led a retreat, reportedly telling his commander, “I will 

lead my army in these unusual circumstances in such a manner that I can answer for it to my 

conscience” (Evans, 2009: 212).  

Existing research struggles to explain cases like Guderian’s. Scholarship tends to focus on 

militaries’ obedience to civilian authority, disciplinary outcomes for low-ranking soldiers 

(Richards, 2018) or aggregate predictors of disobedience such as insufficient training or lack of 

social cohesion (Castillo, 2014; Manekin, 2013; Rose, 1982; Shils and Janowitz, 1948). Yet 

insubordination like Guderian’s—an act of strategy and conscience rooted in obligation to the men 

under his command—implies different causal processes. An overarching lack of training or poor 

physical conditions might explain patterns of civilian abuse or the prevalence of desertion. But 

why do highly trained, experienced soldiers disobey certain operational orders even as they follow 

others? 

Individual disobedience may express anything from personal opportunism to strategic 

brilliance to principled resistance. However, disobedience such as Guderian’s can also be 

considered conceptually distinct from mere insubordination; it is based on both military and social 

norms that officers feel obligated to observe because of their positions. In order to study officer-

level disobedience, we build a theory using in-depth case studies of disobedience—that is, refusals 
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to obey direct orders from the chain of command—by well-trained, high-ranking, experienced 

officers. We compare the decision-making trajectories and relational environments of two 

otherwise vastly dissimilar people: one a commander in the Chinese military and the other an 

officer in a Palestinian militant organization. Using primary sources, including military records, 

memoirs, and interviews, we show that overlap between formal military command structures and 

other social networks – including informal intra-military networks – can generate tensions that 

make officers’ disobedience more likely. Specifically, we contend that disobedience becomes 

possible when three factors are present: An officer: 1) inhabits a formal role within a military 

hierarchy and 2) receives an explicit order via that hierarchy, which 3) activates an identification 

with a second role nested in a different set of relations. When these factors coincide, contradictory 

imperatives may lead to disobedience. Studies of ten further cases, highlighted in an online 

appendix, clarify the conceptual boundaries of the phenomenon and imply a large, if difficult to 

empirically identify, universe of similar cases. 

Understanding officers’ behavior requires examining command structures, personnel, and 

threat environments, in addition to grasping how orders interact with the overlapping and often 

opposing imperatives rooted in soldiers’ social networks. Examining the three factors specified 

above reveals how competing incentives and obligations—particularly vis-à-vis networks beyond 

the chain of command—shape officers’ behavior (Costa and Kahn, 2008; Koehler et al., 2016; 

McLauchlin, 2014). 

 

WHY INDIVIDUAL DISOBEDIENCE MATTERS 

Studying officers’ disobedience builds on studies that link military cohesion and doctrine to 

outcomes such as battlefield effectiveness, military behavior, and strategic innovation. Centering 
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individuals’ disobedience highlights a tension between imperatives for adherence to the military 

organization and the necessity of internal dissent (Avant, 1993; Farrell, 2010; Murray, 2009; 

Posen, 1984; Russell, 2011; Zirakzadeh, 2002). This scholarship indicates it is neither possible nor 

desirable to eliminate transgression within military organizations, as it emerges from the very 

agency central to adaptability and cohesion – those who disobey may epitomize certain military 

ideals, rather than undermine them.   

 Studying individual officers’ disobedience further elucidates crucial military and political 

dynamics in at least three ways. First, disobedience influences military effectiveness, unit 

cohesion, and broader wartime dynamics. Efforts to prevent the kinds of disobedience that can 

later develop into coups, for instance, can constrain a military’s battlefield effectiveness (Ohl, 

2016: 147–152; Talmadge, 2015). Ensuring militaries obey civilian rulers is the focus of a vast 

literature on civil-military relations (Avant, 1994; Desch, 1999; Feaver, 1999; Huntington, 1957; 

Janowitz, 1971). Equally critical, obeying orders is a requirement for the application of effective 

command and control (Biddle, 2010; Grauer, 2016). Moreover, the interaction of conflict 

environments with individual agency can lead to shirking (Manekin, 2017). Acts of disobedience 

can also change the course of a conflict by, for instance, forcing tactical shifts or disrupting peace 

negotiations.  

Second, military disobedience often has immediate, far-reaching political ramifications 

(Albrecht and Ohl, 2016), while also contributing to popular beliefs regarding conflicts. For 

example, during the Arab Uprisings, certain acts of disobedience may have motivated further 

civilian dissent. In early 2011, Egyptian General Mohamed el-Batran refused orders to open 

prisons during anti-regime protests. AhramOnline notes: “Manal El-Batran, Mohamed's sister, 

insists that her brother was killed by a police officer from the prison’s tower for refusing to follow 
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the orders of former minister of interior Habib El-Adly to set prisoners free to create chaos and 

terror in the country” (El Gundy, 2011), an explanation that quickly spread throughout the 

opposition. As El-Batran’s case demonstrates, the effects of officers’ disobedience may 

reverberate far beyond the disobedient act itself. Individual instances of disobedience provide 

crucial opportunities to understand phenomena central to international security and conflict studies 

such as strategic decision making, internal military dynamics, civil-military relations, and 

battlefield outcomes.  

Third, disobedience may indicate or precede outcomes of concern such as civilian abuse, 

torture, or wartime sexual violence. Studies have identified commanding officers and small-group 

dynamics as crucial to such outcomes (Browning, 1998; Cohen, 2013; Green, 2016, 2018; Kelman 

and Hamilton, 1989; Osiel, 1999; Wood, 2006, 2009; Wood and Toppelberg, 2017).  For example, 

fearing the consequences, Chinese Major General Xu Qinxian (徐勤先) refused to lead his troops 

to Tiananmen Square during the 1989 protests. His actions “fanned leaders’ fears that the military 

could be dragged into the political schisms and prompted party elders to mobilize a huge number 

of troops” (Jacobs and Buckley, 2014). 

 

The limits of existing explanations  

Prior studies of disobedience do not adequately explain when and how officers become likely to 

disobey orders, focusing instead on identifying general motivations such as poor leadership, 

questionable battlefield objectives, and cultural tendencies (Mantle, 2006; Orbach, 2017; Osiel, 

1999). Huntington (1957: 74–75), for instance, identifies key situations in which individual 

officers might be justified in disobeying orders. Even if we take Huntington’s scenarios as 
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predictors, though, his work offers few ways to empirically identify critical junctures or forecast 

how soldiers will decide to act. Other scholarship focuses on how military organizations’ internal 

structures and modes of oversight influence discipline (Richards, 2018). For instance, Feaver 

(2005: 56) argues that military agents work when monitored by civilians and shirk when 

unsupervised, emphasizing that preference alignment between military agents and civilian 

principals makes shirking less likely. 1  By empirically focusing on well-trained, loyal career 

officers’ disobedience, our relational approach theorizes hard cases where principals’ and agents’ 

preferences are largely aligned and disagreement is an aberration. Moreover, by focusing on 

officers’ responses to specific orders in particular contexts, we showcase how the dynamic nature 

of conflict produces evolving and often unpredictable agent preferences. This perspective is only 

possible given our ability to leverage extensive primary-source documents to build fine-grained 

reconstructions of each case. 

Similarly, scholarship on disciplinary breakdown does not adequately explain acts of 

disobedience on the level (individual) or of the type (normative) evinced by the examples outlined 

above. However, it does provide important insights into the role of relational environment and 

local context in fueling disciplinary outcomes. Extensive research examines the causes of 

collective disciplinary breakdowns, emphasizing links between physical conditions, deteriorating 

morale, and outcomes like desertion and mutiny (Gal, 1985; Rose, 1982; Shils and Janowitz, 1948; 

Smith, 1994). Subsequent research has emphasized that soldiers’ links to co-ethnics or co-locals 

in their units heavily influence their incentives to desert (Albrecht and Koehler, 2018; Bearman, 

1991; McLauchlin, 2010, 2014).  Others underscore relationships between material incentives in 

recruitment, indiscipline, and civilian abuse (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2006; Weinstein, 2007). 

                                                
1 On commitment and preference alignment, also see Gal (1985: 555). 
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A third scholarly trajectory explores the relationship between military socialization, education, and 

training in creating cohesion and driving—or discouraging—outcomes such as sexual violence or 

civilian abuse (Cohen, 2013, 2016; Green, 2016, 2017, 2018; Wood, 2006, 2009). Scholars such 

as Manekin build on this work by emphasizing the importance of soldiers’ environments and 

deployment durations for outcomes such as civilian victimization and shirking (2013, 2017), thus 

introducing the role of evolving context in fluid outcomes.  

Examining individual officers’ disobedience from a relational standpoint recognizes intra-

military social dynamics’ influence on soldiers’ behavior while highlighting those individuals’ 

agency and multivocality (their concurrent roles in distinct webs of relationships). This analytical 

pivot also allows us build on extensive micro- and meso-level work on civil wars and 

counterinsurgency that demonstrates, for instance, that the environments in which soldiers operate 

and their identifications with multiple social networks influence organizational structure, 

defection, factionalization, and remobilization (Parkinson and Zaks, 2018).   

Relational approaches have yet to be applied to officers’ disobedience. While past work 

often assumes soldiers become unquestioningly loyal to military organizations, arguing that 

“discipline would destroy the loyalties and habits of behavior that soldiers brought with them into 

the army from society” (Rosen, 1995: 17), scholars have increasingly challenged this prior 

(Albrecht and Ohl, 2016; Manekin, 2017). Indeed, while unquestioning obedience has been seen 

as crucial to unit cohesion, battlefield effectiveness, and harmonious civil-military relations 

(Brooks and Stanley, 2007; King, 2006; Marshall, 1947; Siebold, 2007), it rarely (if ever) obtains. 

By shifting the unit of analysis and emphasizing individual officers’ agency, we nuance the 

processes undergirding individual-level decision making and strategic choice, providing a crucial 

complement to existing theories of both state and non-state military actors. 
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Scope 

Our theory addresses individual-level disobedience, and specifically officers’ decisions to disobey 

discrete orders (rather than simply behaving insubordinately or deserting). It applies to soldiers in 

both state and non-state military organizations. We define “military organizations” as 

organizations that: 1) are primarily responsible for the application of violence to achieve political 

ends; and 2) incorporate a formal, ranked, organization-wide hierarchy of command. Our 

definition includes state military forces, rebel organizations, paramilitary groups, and regional 

militias, but excludes organizations like mafias that do not focus on political goals as well as more 

nebulous organizations like the global al-Qa‘ida group.  

 Our focus on responses to clear orders means we do not attempt to explain, for instance, 

general incidences of dereliction, desertion, or civilian abuse; such behaviors do not always result 

from disobeying specific orders. To the contrary, military organizations have incentives to 

encourage such behaviors in certain circumstances (Cohen, 2016; Downes, 2008). We also do not 

attempt to explain collective behaviors such as mutiny, “staying quartered” (Pion-Berlin et al., 

2014), or general patterns of insubordination (Shibutani, 1978), except when they originate in 

individual choices to disobey specific orders. Even in such cases, we only attempt to explain those 

initial choices, not the ensuing dynamics leading to collective resistance. 

 Our cases and discussion center on officers occupying command positions. By empirically 

spotlighting why well-trained, loyal, experienced, respected officers still choose to disobey, we 

are able to gain substantial analytical leverage on the relational processes that undergird individual 

decisions to disobey discrete orders. However, we see no reason our theory would apply only to 
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such high-level officers; excluding others is a methodological and empirical choice for the sake of 

crisper theory development.  

 
THEORIZING DISOBEDIENCE: A RELATIONAL APPROACH 

We adopt a relational approach, meaning that our theory treats officers as actors embedded in webs 

of social relations that influence their characteristics and actions to such a degree that “to construe 

them as independent is a grievous misunderstanding” (Granovetter, 1985: 482). This analytical 

move “places the focus on the social ties that allocate resources, information, and meaning 

differentially across populations of actors…the structure of these relations both empowers and 

constrains the choices of the individual actors” (Hadden, 2015: 6–7). 

 In line with social network approaches to organizational and role emergence (e.g. Padgett 

and Ansell, 1993; Padgett and McLean, 2006), we treat individuals as simultaneously inhabiting 

roles within multiple networks; they span network domains constituted by the types of actors 

present, the content of ties connecting them, and the “rules and skills” necessary for membership. 

Individuals inhabit distinct roles in each domain (e.g. “parent” or “sibling” in the kinship domain) 

that are determined by the structure of ties (e.g. a matriarch in a hierarchal clan structure) and the 

practices, rules, and skills that accompany membership (e.g. deference to elder kin).  

 
 

Figure 1: Multiple-Network Identification 
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Military organizations are hierarchical, institutionalized, routinized social networks. The 

rules, social norms, codes of conduct, and laws that govern the behavior of individual soldiers 

(who occupy roles) and groups of soldiers (who form clusters of ties) constitute roles in the military 

domain. For example, military socialization influences whether soldiers obey orders (Browning, 

1998; Green, 2016, 2018; Kelman and Hamilton, 1989) and the practices they adopt (Cohen, 2016; 

Green, 2017; Wood, 2009; Wood and Toppelberg, 2017). Codes of conduct and legal frameworks 

determine whether soldiers’ roles within the military domain obligate them to refuse immoral or 

illegal orders (Keijzer, 1978; Osiel, 1999). However, individuals within the military vary in the 

degree to which they prioritize these obligations. 

This is because “the military” is only one subset of soldiers’ social contexts; they do not 

operate in a social vacuum. Soldiers identify with multiple social groups and, correspondingly, 

have loyalties to multiple in-military groups as well as to groups outside the military. They are not 

only military personnel loyal to their statutory superiors; they are also family members, comrades, 

colleagues, and servants of the nation. Even in the rare case that a commander knows no life 
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outside the military, she will still be subject to potentially conflicting imperatives from competing 

intramilitary groups and pressures, such as when receiving illegal orders (Osiel, 1999). Seen 

through this framework, soldiers judge whether orders flowing through hierarchical command 

structures in the military domain are “just,” “rational,” or “reasonable” both as subordinates and 

as actors immersed in overlapping, potentially contradictory sets of social relations. Even 

individuals who are loyal, professional, committed members of an organization may critique or 

even occasionally subvert “the prevailing values, strategy, system of authority, and so on” 

(Ashforth and Mael, 1989: 22). 

In a military organization, therefore, a superior gives an order to an officer, who evaluates 

the order’s content as a multivocal actor. An order is thus not simply a clear call to action; it is a 

signal to be interpreted by the individual across her multiplex network identifications. 

Simultaneously weighing multiple identifications in this way expands the range of choices that a 

commander may accept as necessary, moral, strategic, or legitimate (Gal, 1985).  

 

Patterns of Embeddedness: Collective Versus Individual Frames 

 Scholarship on military organizations’ social embeddedness underlines the necessity of 

examining network micro-structures in order to understand soldiers’ behavior. Broadly, scholars 

have identified social factors such as kinship (Goodwin, 1997; Parkinson, 2013; Viterna, 2013), 

associational memberships (Gould, 1995; Petersen, 2001), past military service (Hundman, 2016; 

Lyall, 2010; Parkinson, 2016), regional-level ties (Bearman, 1991; Daly, 2016; McLauchlin, 2014, 

2015), and other “everyday” relationships (Kim and Crabb, 2014) as influencing outcomes of 

interest. These findings imply the existence of multiple, non-linear processes influencing soldiers’ 

decision-making.  
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 Orders interact with officers’ multivocal nature and create role strain. Multivocality 

encompasses “the fact that single actions can be interpreted coherently from multiple perspectives 

simultaneously, the fact that single actions can be moves in many games at once” (Padgett and 

Ansell, 1993: 1263). Actors “borrow…from multiple domains of meaning” to “make multiply 

conceived (framed) and constructed moves that are interpretable from multiple perspectives” 

(McLean, 2007: 15–16). In military organizations, the presence of multiple actors with structurally 

similar sets of ties—e.g. people in the same unit from the same region—often act collectively 

because they can rely on ties exogenous to command hierarchies. One classic study of 

insubordination, for instance, notes, “The manner in which a situation is defined is often as much 

a reaction of the participants to one another as it is a reaction to the event itself” (Shibutani, 1978: 

13–14).  

While all military personnel are multivocal actors, not all kinds of multivocality are likely 

to impinge on military orders. Only a narrow subset of military orders in a relatively specific range 

of situations will activate one’s hometown ties, for instance. Because socialization and training 

specialize and isolate higher-level officers over time, those soldiers become more likely to broker 

distinct networks in operationally relevant ways, creating the components for emergent role strain 

given a salient order. For example, it is conceivable that a colonel deployed to her home region 

would be the only person there who also inhabits that rank. This multiplex position affords her 

social influence; she may be able to apply unique knowledge of that region to military operations, 

but may also interpret military decisions based on her situated knowledge. Nonetheless, for elite 

and low-level soldiers alike, the composition of such a decision frame depends on the interaction 

between the orders she receives, the environmental pressures she faces, and the perceived 

relevance of her competing network roles. 
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Activation 

Military individuals thus consider orders through multiple frames. When an officer 

receives an order, she interprets both its content (“do X”) and its social resonance (“what will 

doing X mean?”). She may conclude that her multiplex identifications demand divergent responses 

to the order. Any social network may resonate with orders, leading to the possibility of perceiving 

pressures to respond in contradictory ways. Because an officer’s military role demands obedience 

to a chain of command, receiving an order that she interprets as problematic in other social domains 

produces tension between the officer’s multiplex roles. We label this process of generating role 

strain “activation.”  
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Figure 2: Activation of multiple network domains 

 

When activation occurs, some subset of the officer’s other ties become newly salient to the 

military role in which she receives her orders. In other words, at least one of the officer’s military 

identities comes into conflict with a competing identification, generating episodic strain in the 

military role that can lead to disobedience. However, “identity” is not permanent or unchangeable. 

It is embedded in and generated by networks of dynamic social ties.  

Activation generates strain in an officer’s role by bringing two such sets of ties into conflict 

– the officer decides how to respond to military orders creatively, by drawing on the rules and 

skills of multiple, distinct networks. Conflicts between multiple strong loyalties can lead to a need 

to adjudicate irreconcilable imperatives. An actor’s multiple identifications may not be compatible 

or even mutually comprehensible, which is why the process of adjudication is critical. Membership 

in a social network does not necessarily involve intrinsic acceptance of fixed authority, norms, or 

behavioral standards. Rather, the individual’s need to resolve the tangled, contradictory pressures 

and information presented by each network makes disobedience conceivable and potentially 
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legitimate to the commander. The activation of multiple identifications and the resulting role strain 

produce the conditions of possibility for disobedience. 

Role strain can produce disobedience, but we cannot precisely predict how specific brokers 

will perceive orders, interpret multiple domains’ demands, or ultimately decide to act. Given the 

infinite universe of political contexts and commands, our theory does not explain exactly which 

orders will activate particular network ties, which modes of identification will matter to a given 

decision, or how an individual will adjudicate between competing identity claims. However, past 

research and the casework we present in the appendix suggest several kinds of social domains that 

would be most likely to compete with strong military ties: 1.) Identifications with past military 

units; 2.) Identifications with home region, city, or village; 3.) Civilian communities in general; 

4.) Kinship and marriage ties; and 5.) Ethnic identification. We use our case studies to explore 

these possibilities, but leave deeper empirical exploration and hypothesis testing for future work.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

We develop a relational theory of disobedience by comparing cases in a Chinese military unit 

during the Sino-French War (1883-1885) and in Palestinian units during the Lebanese Civil War 

(1975-1989). We identified the phenomenon of normative disobedience during research for two 

broader projects on military organizations. Each author independently recognized a pattern in their 

research: elite, highly trained, volunteer, career officers in good standing who disobeyed direct 

orders from top-level military leaders. These officers’ choices do not fit with extant 

conceptualizations of military disobedience. By their own, private accounts, disobedient officers 

were not subject to circumstances commonly correlated with insubordination (e.g. harsh living 

conditions). Nor did these officers report opposition to the wars in which they were engaged; on 
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the contrary, they enthusiastically participated up until the moment they disobeyed. Nor did 

officers identified as “disobedient” choose between “resistance” and “loyalty” (Albrecht and Ohl, 

2016); rather, each chose to disobey a specific order under very specific conditions.  

Analyzing advanced career officers’ disobedience presented a hard case for our outcome 

of interest—individual disobedience. It is intuitive that a conscript deployed in difficult physical 

conditions with bare-bones training and few hopes for advancement would disobey. However, 

privileged officers’ disobedience is counterintuitive given their demonstrated commitment to the 

organization, volunteerism, experience, training, and socialization. Their actions also likely have 

broader consequences than those of an enlisted recruit. Restricting the empirical scope of our 

research to such officers allowed us to focus on the mechanisms undergirding normative 

disobedience by studying those who are, based on existing theory, least likely to disobey.  

Having pinpointed an empirical puzzle, we sought to abductively theorize it (Schwartz-

Shea and Yanow, 2013: 24–38) using two cases of an under-theorized phenomenon within a larger 

class of behavior (military disobedience).2 In line with strategies of abductive inquiry, which 

involves engaging in a dialectic between empirical discovery and theoretical refinement, we 

followed previous scholarship on disobedience that focuses on constitutive ties and small-unit 

dynamics. Having already collected extensive data on each officer’s relational environment and 

decision-making process, we identified similarities and divergences between the phenomenon we 

observed and existing theories of military socialization and discipline. We thus adopted what Joe 

Soss (2017: 2) terms a “nominal” approach to case identification, where we set about “casing” a 

discrete phenomenon within our broader studies of military behavior and engaged in “an act of 

                                                
2 Hundman (2016, 2018) identifies three distinct types of disobedience based on subordinates’ support for their 
superiors and social network positions. 
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conceptualization in which the particular is recast in more abstract terms, as an instance bearing 

on something more general” in order to create “a distinctive direction for analytic generalization” 

(Soss, 2017: 10).  

Put differently, rather than seeking cases from a pre-set, broad class in order to deductively 

test theory, we instead conceptualized officer-level disobedience as a distinct category of analysis, 

“cased” individual instances of it, and abductively theorized it. Empirically, this involved mapping 

officers’ relational environments using archival materials, in-depth interviews, memoirs, and 

secondary historical sources. The result was a comparative process of assembling “cases of 

relations” that allowed us to assess our broad hypothesis that group dynamics, multiplexity, and 

the nature of specific orders contributed to these officers’ decisions to disobey. 3  The cases 

deployed here were central to building our theory, in part because extended primary-source 

research in local languages allowed us to convincingly reconstruct each officer’s egocentric 

relational, constitutive, and historical environment. This wealth of evidence also allowed us to 

assess the possibility that alternate dynamics were at play.  

Our first main case focuses on the commander of China’s military forces on Taiwan during 

the Sino-French War (1883-1885), an undeclared war between China and France over control of 

northern Vietnam and access to trade. It emphasizes how role strain resulted from tension between 

two different types of military networks, leading to the possibility of disobedience based in 

assessments of military strategy. The case emerged from archival research conducted between 

2012 and 2015 in Taiwan’s National Palace Museum Library Archives and China’s First Historical 

Archives. In 1884, the French had been clashing with the Chinese in northern Vietnam for almost 

a year and, unable to obtain their desired concessions, increased pressure along the Chinese coast. 

                                                
3 See appendix for further description of methodology and additional cases. 
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After the French captured the northern port city of Keelung (基隆) on Taiwan, the Qing court 

repeatedly ordered its commander there to retake it. However, this commander refused and 

concentrated his forces elsewhere, arguing that he was making the better strategic choice. While 

he allowed the enemy to maintain a foothold in northern Taiwan – an area which was a crucial part 

of the island’s coal-mining industry and one of only two major ports on its north side – had he 

chosen to obey, the French would likely also have captured the port closest to Taipei, which would 

have given them more leverage in the war.  

The second main case involves Palestinian members of Black September and Fatah 

violating orders they felt conflicted with their community-level obligations. It draws on nearly two 

years of archival, interview-based, and ethnographic research on the evolution of Palestinian 

militant organizations in Lebanon. During the 1976 Battle of Damour between Lebanese militias 

and Palestinian troops, members of Fatah stole a Lebanese militia leader’s car. Salah Khalaf (Abu 

Iyad), the head of security and intelligence for the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), and 

PLO Chairman Yasir Arafat ordered its return. Rather than obeying, an elite officer working with 

Khalaf illicitly notified the guerrillas of the order but instructed them to destroy the car; the 

guerrillas publicly burned it. At the time, the PLO was trying to deescalate tensions and earn 

goodwill following a series of brutal engagements. Burning the car after Arafat committed to 

returning it risked embarrassing the PLO, Fatah, and Arafat in the midst of a tense conflict.  

 

Comparing Network Positions 

Within each case, we focus on the locus of disobedience: an individual officer. Because our 

theoretical approach centers on officers’ multiplex social network positions, we examine the 
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multivocal roles each soldier inhabited when they disobeyed and the decisions they made as a 

result. We use personal correspondence, interviews, government documents, military 

documentation, media reports, memoirs, and secondary sources to reconstruct each soldier’s role, 

individual understanding of the situation, and relational context. This strategy provides multiple 

deep, network-based perspectives on each officer’s actions as well as information regarding the 

larger sociopolitical environments in which they operated.  

To tease out the mechanisms that informed each officer’s decision to disobey, we examined 

two types of evidence. First, we sought indications that an officer consciously referenced 

identifications with multiple social networks in his decision making; for example, we looked for 

mention of friends from a previous assignment, connections to a civilian community, or resonant 

family ties. This tactic illuminated each officer’s multiplex social networks at the time of 

disobedience. Second, we sought evidence that the order each soldier disobeyed activated multiple 

sets of social relations, examining their justifications and motivations while seeking contravening 

evidence (e.g. indications the officer was poorly trained). 

 

RISKING WRATH FOR THE SAKE OF STRATEGY: DISOBEDIENCE IN THE SINO-

FRENCH WAR  

At the height of the Sino-French War (1883-85), the Chinese emperor ordered commander Liu 

Ming-ch’uan (劉銘傳) to retake a French-held position. This order precipitated tension between 

Liu’s loyalty to Chinese officialdom and his preexisting ties to successful, unofficial military 

organizations. Liu judged this order to be strategically ill-advised on the basis of his prior military 

experience. The friction he perceived between strategic necessity and the imperative to obey 

pushed him to disobey a direct order from the Chinese emperor himself. Military ties and 
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experience were, counterintuitively, directly responsible for an elite commander’s choice to 

disobey.  

On July 16, 1884, Liu arrived on Taiwan to take charge of China’s defenses. He arrived a 

decorated commander with extensive combat experience. Liu labored to improve Taiwan’s 

defensive situation (Speidel, 1967: 44–47); the Beijing-based Qing imperial court subsequently 

commended him for his tactical choices and explicitly referred to him as “adept in military affairs” 

(夙嫻兵事) (First Historical Archives of China, October 10, 1884). 

On August 23, the French assaulted Fuzhou (福州) on China’s southern coast, hoping they 

could force China to concede. Their efforts failed (Eastman, 1967: 165). On October 1, the French 

captured Keelung, a port on the northeast coast of Taiwan that Liu was charged with defending, 

forcing a Chinese retreat (Garnot, 1960: 22–24). While Liu contained the French in Keelung, news 

of its capture reverberated throughout Chinese officialdom. Liu found himself under strong 

pressure to retake the critical port. One foreign observer wrote: “Liu is denounced by everybody 

under him as a cowardly, incompetent, stubborn fool, who, having no plans of his own, is without 

the wit to adopt those of his staff” (North-China Herald and Supreme Court & Consular Gazette, 

1885).4  

Chain-of-command and strategic imperatives produced role strain in Liu’s position. On 

October 10, the court in Beijing ordered Liu to retake Keelung (Da Qing Lichao Shilu, October 

10, 1884). While the state’s ultimate military commander gave the orders, Liu disobeyed by 

                                                
4 Quoted in Speidel (1967: 78). 
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refusing to move on the port, arguing that good strategy required him to refrain.5 He persisted in 

his disobedience despite the emperor’s ongoing concern with the issue – official records indicate 

the emperor raised the Keelung issue no fewer than 24 times between October 1884 and April 

1885 (Da Qing). The emperor’s concern eventually escalated into personal attacks. For instance, 

the emperor referred to Liu as “faint-hearted” (怯懦) (Da Qing, April 2, 1885) and accused him 

of “blindly” sticking to his old approach (⼀味株守) (Da Qing, February 19, 1885). However, Liu 

continued to disobey and the French held Keelung until the end of the war. 

Liu’s assessment of the situation appears to have been accurate. From a purely strategic 

perspective – given minimizing French gains as a goal – Liu was making the best choice among 

bad options (Chu, 1963: 3; Huang Zhennan, 2000: 10). Tamsui (淡⽔) and Keelung were the two 

main naval access points to Taipei. Because Liu’s had insufficient troops to defend both (Hsu Yu-

liang, 2008), his choice to protect the route to the capital and contain the French at Keelung was a 

case of “sacrificing the knights to save the king,” a lesson he had taken from prior military 

endeavors (丟車保帥) (Huang Zhennan, 2000: 104). 

 

 

Loyalty versus Strategy: Liu’s Roles as Official and Commander 

Liu’s multiplex roles explain his disobedience in the face of the emperor’s wrath. Liu had 

been a murderer and outlaw (Chin, 2002; Hummel, 1943: 526; Speidel, 1967: 4), the head of his 

                                                
5 Both primary and secondary sources indicate this was Liu’s response (Scripta Sinica, January 21, 1885; Speidel, 
1967). Liu was consistent in his reasoning — he made similar arguments a few months prior (Liu Ming-ch’uan, 
1928: 173–175). 
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own local military force (Chu, 1963: 2; Draft History of the Qing Dynasty), a commander in Li 

Hongzhang’s (李鴻章) famed Huai Army (淮軍)(Spector, 1964), and a military official for the 

Qing government. As a Chinese military officer, he maintained connections with local armed 

groups, fellow Huai Army officers, and Qing officialdom. 

The emperor’s orders concerned specifics of military operations. Given his background, 

Liu was intimately familiar with these matters. In his own words, Liu’s simultaneous 

identifications with 1) powerful nonstate military groups and 2) the Chinese state created role 

strain and led to him interpreting the emperor’s order as problematic. Specifically, his 

understanding of successful military strategy clashed with the emperor’s expectations of his role 

as an officially appointed Qing military commander. 

Liu found success as a military commander early in life; one scholar describes him as a 

“fighting general” who rose to prominence through “merit established on the battlefield” (Green, 

2003: 7). Importantly, his military successes began outside of – at times in direct opposition to – 

the Chinese state bureaucracy. He started out leading a “band of freebooters who were engaged in 

the sale of salt” (Hummel, 1943: 526). Shortly after this, Liu organized a powerful volunteer corps 

to defend his hometown against Taiping rebels (Hummel, 1943: 526; Draft History of the Qing 

Dynasty). One observer noted this was “early evidence of his independence and daring” (Chu, 

1963: 1), not to mention military talent. According to another, by 1860, “Fighting was what Liu 

knew best…For years he had been fighting the [Qing] authorities, the Taipings, the Nien, other 

hoodlums, and even other militia corps” (Chin, 2002: 27).  

  Early demonstrations of Liu’s aptitudes led Li Hongzhang, commander of the semiofficial 

Huai Army, to recruit Liu and his personal troops to help suppress the Taiping rebellion (Spector, 
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1964). In other words, his position as an independently successful local military commander served 

as the basis for his entry into a second military network, still separate from China’s official forces. 

While serving in the Huai Army, Liu developed a strong sense of personal loyalty to Li 

Hongzhang, who by the Sino-French War was among the most powerful government officials in 

China. Li reciprocated this loyalty; he “was to use his influence on Liu’s behalf on numerous 

occasions, and Liu came to be known as a ‘Li man’” (Chu, 1963: 1). Liu was “independent and 

daring,” but he was also fiercely loyal to his commander and to command structures in the Huai 

Army.  

  Liu’s successes as a Huai commander and Li Hongzhang’s patronage afforded him entry 

into a third network constituted by loyal Qing officials. Starting in 1864, after the Taiping 

rebellion, Liu was appointed to high official positions in Fujian province and Taiwan (Shifu Qian, 

1980). He devoted himself to serving the Qing dynasty, just as he had committed himself to Li 

Hongzhang when he joined the Huai Army. Though Liu maintained both loyalties, as Li 

Hongzhang noted, Huai Army commanders like Liu would “worry about their country in the same 

way they worry about their family” (Chin, 2002: 28). Liu’s appointments constituted national 

recognition of his capabilities and highlighted his dedication to and identification with officialdom 

even as he maintained his ties to the Huai. Though he spent years at home enjoying the fruits of 

his victory after the Taiping rebellion, the court in Beijing still thought highly enough of Liu’s 

talents to call him out of retirement during the war against the French. He heeded this summons 

and, by most accounts, fully devoted himself to his new job (Chu, 1963). 

 

Activation: Liu’s Prior Military Networks 
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The order for Liu to retake Keelung activated Liu’s identifications with other military 

organizations—his hometown militia and the Huai Army—and created strain with his role as a 

military commander beholden to the Qing emperor. On the basis of these other identifications – 

specifically on the basis of the skills, knowledge, and confidence those ties conveyed to him – Liu 

argued that obeying the emperor’s command would be strategically unwise. He noted in memorials 

to the throne that he had insufficient troops to both defend the island’s capital and retake Keelung 

(Da Qing, December 3, 1884; Speidel, 1967). In other words, he judged that if he were to apply 

sufficient force to expel the French from Keelung, they could have taken control of Taiwan’s 

administration. Such a loss would have devastated the Chinese war effort, if only as leverage for 

the French to extract indemnities.  

 One can imagine Liu’s dilemma. He could obey the emperor as his role in the Qing military 

chain of command demanded, damage his military reputation, and likely be punished for failure 

anyway – officials in 19th-century China were routinely, severely punished when their choices had 

poor outcomes, with consequences ranging from loss of position to execution (Davis, 2008: 293). 

Or, he could draw upon the knowledge and perspective his longstanding connections to non-state 

military organizations provided to justify his actions, protect a large swath of Taiwan’s 

economically critical north, still risk harsh punishment, and hope that success and his patrons 

would protect him. This last point reveals an important aspect of our theory: elite officers can use 

their network connections to both justify their disobedience and mitigate personal ramifications.  

Adjudicating contradictory, incommensurable pressures is hard; comparing the costs of 

certain military loss against the potential costs of disobeying is a complex calculation. Liu’s 

continued refusals in the face of the emperor’s, the court’s, and the public’s wrath are difficult to 

explain without reference to his strong identifications with the Huai Army and his hometown 
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militia. Without his long-standing ties to non-state military groups, Liu would have been less likely 

to be able to judge the strategic import of his orders and less confident in continuing to act on that 

judgment in the face of furious disagreement from the pinnacle of the Chinese state.  

The emperor rejected Liu’s argument that taking Keelung was strategically unwise; court 

networks thought Liu cowardly or foolish. When Liu retreated south in order to defend against an 

anticipated attack on Tamsui, rumors spread that he was fleeing to southern Taiwan. He was 

therefore greeted in Taipei by riots and several days of imprisonment (Davidson, 1903: 227). Liu 

nonetheless stood by his decision, arguing with China’s ruler and even requesting punishment for 

himself in acknowledgment of his transgression (Huang Zhennan, 2000: 9). 

 

Alternative Explanations 

Existing theory cannot explain Liu’s disobedience. Most theories of military disobedience take a 

normative stance against it, and struggle to explain strategically beneficial transgressions. 

However, Liu was not surrendering or deserting. Nor was he a mutineer; rather than simply 

disregarding the emperor (or inciting rebellion), Liu took care to make arguments to defend his 

choices and requested punishment within the norms of the national military (Speidel, 1967). 

Perhaps the most common alternative explanations for the type of command breakdown Liu’s 

disobedience constitutes are improper training (King, 2006), insufficient commitment to the 

military (Gal, 1985), insufficient autonomy during training (Castillo, 2014), or failure to 

understand the situation properly (Van Creveld, 1987: 7–9). None of these mechanisms operate in 

Liu’s case. He was a decorated, talented military commander with vast experience, much of it with 

near-total autonomy. For instance, ten years before the war he was recommended to the court as 

one of the few officials at the time who were versed in the use of Western weapons and training 
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techniques (Li, 1875). It is also unlikely that he disobeyed because he misunderstood his situation 

– he was well informed about China’s wartime situation and knew the potential consequences of 

disobedience.  

Liu Ming-ch’uan’s disobedience demonstrated how professional military affiliations can 

create role strain based on an order’s strategic implications as it interacts with an officer’s military 

identifications outside the chain of command. Given that Liu left retirement to fight and had a long 

record of loyal service, his commitment to the military cannot be doubted. Such commitment can, 

however, lead to less desirable outcomes from the perspective of the military hierarchy, as shown 

in the next section’s discussion of a similar case of disobedience that occurred in a vastly disparate 

context, 1970s Lebanon. This second case underscores another common source of role strain; 

tension between soldiers’ military roles and identifications with hometown and civilian 

communities.  

 

STEALING THE RED JAGUAR: DEFYING ARAFAT IN THE LEBANESE CIVIL WAR 

In January 1976, the right-wing Christian Lebanese Front was at war with the PLO and the 

leftist Lebanese National Movement. After nearly a year of fighting, the Lebanese Front besieged 

Palestinian refugee camps in East Beirut and massacred Palestinians, Syrians, and Kurds living 

nearby. Dany Chamoun, son of Lebanese Interior Minister Camille Chamoun, commanded the 

right-wing Tigers militia in both attacks, aided by Lebanon’s Internal Security Forces (ISF). On 

January 20, 1976, Palestinian fighters affiliated with the Palestine Liberation Army, Fatah, and al-

Sa’iqa6  responded to these attacks by targeting Damour, a town south of Beirut. The elder 

Chamoun directed the Lebanese defense of Damour from the neighboring village of Sa’diyat, but 

                                                
6 A Syrian-trained and supported Palestinian guerrilla group. 
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eventually had to be extracted by helicopter to East Beirut (Fisk, 2002: 79; Hanf, 1994: 210–212; 

Picard, 2002: 110; Sayigh, 1997: 374–376).  

In the context of a longer conversation with the researcher about the Lebanon conflict, 

Ahmad, a former Fatah guerrilla who was present at Damour, described the battle’s aftermath:  

 

After we won at Damour, some guys stole Dany Chamoun’s car. You know Dany 

Chamoun? He was the leader of a militia. [Researcher: An-Numūr?] Yes, exactly, 

the Tigers. The family had a villa outside of the village where they hid during the 

battle. Well, the fidā’yīn wanted to kill them, and the leadership sent a helicopter 

to fetch them from their roof before the fidā’yīn could get there. They saved the 

guys we were fighting! Kis umhu! Why were the poor people fighting if it was for 

nothing? The leaders were just watching for their own safety. So, Dany had this 

red sports car, and these guys stole it and they went driving all around South 

Lebanon in it. They were speeding around Sur and celebrating when the guys in 

the regional Fatah office got a call from someone in the leadership; they were to 

bring the car to East Beirut and return it to Dany immediately. You know who it 

was? Abu Iyad, the number two in Fatah. Kis urkhthu! You know what the guy 

did? You know the al-Buss roundabout in Sur? He burned the car in the middle of 

that roundabout. (Parkinson oral history with Ahmad, Summer 2011) 

 

While he had not personally witnessed the incident, Ahmad relayed this story to illustrate the 

schisms between Palestinians who had grown up in refugee camps in Lebanon and leaders such as 

Yasir Arafat who had not. For him, the incident encapsulated the distinction between guerrillas 
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who were unflinchingly loyal to their home communities – and, by extension, to the revolution – 

rather than beholden to the vagaries of politics. Importantly, the al-Buss roundabout abuts one of 

the refugee camps; the location of the car burning was tailored to attract people who felt that 

Chamoun had been targeting communities such as theirs.  

Existing scholarship generally interprets this type of episode as evidence of a lack of 

discipline. However, when asked about the event, Abu Khalid, a veteran of Black September and 

Fatah,7 further complicated the story: 

 

My brother was the one who took it…At the time, I was working with Abu Iyad, I 

was in Black September. Do you know what Black September was? [Researcher: 

“Somewhat. Tell me.”] We were the security for the PLO…we weren't just any 

fighters. To be a member, you had to have morals, ethics, you had to be smart, 

because we had the hardest assignments, we were the ones who went inside 

Palestine for operations, we were the ones who did Munich. Nine out of ten who 

started the training left, it was so hard. [Researcher: "So was it like Force 17?"]. 

Force 17? [His tone indicates I’ve said something uninformed or vaguely 

insulting.] They were Abu Ammar's [Yasir Arafat’s] bodyguards; we were security 

for the whole PLO! [Researcher: "I understand."] During Damour, I was with Abu 

Iyad in Beirut. When I heard that Abu Ammar gave him the order to call and tell 

them to give the car back, I called my brother and told him 'burn it now!' 

[Researcher: Why exactly did you call your brother?] It wasn’t right. Abu Ammar 

                                                
7 Abu Khalid saw himself as simultaneously inhabiting roles in Black September, the Fatah movement, and the 
umbrella PLO organization.  
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was playing formal politics, but it wasn’t right, it wasn’t ethical to give back the 

car." (Interview with Abu Khalid, Parkinson’s field notes, Summer 2012) 

 

Two related instances of disobedience occurred during this series of events. First, Abu Khalid 

learns Yasir Arafat ordered Abu Iyad to return the stolen car; Abu Khalid subsequently violates 

the chain of command by instructing his brother, who is in a guerrilla unit, to defy the order by 

burning the car. Second, the brother, knowing he should not take orders from Abu Khalid – 

especially orders that would contradict those of his commanding officer – obeys Abu Khalid 

anyway. Rather than simple failures of discipline or cohesion, disobedience here stemmed from 

multiplex ties and the strain Abu Khalid experienced between his roles as an elite officer, a member 

of Black September, and a member of a refugee camp community. 

 

Activation: Multiple Military Memberships 

Like Liu Ming-ch’uan, Abu Khalid’s identification with a discrete sub-network within the larger 

military organization—Black September—was crucial to his decision to disobey. Abu Khalid 

explained that he disobeyed the chairman of the PLO and head of Fatah because of his ties to Black 

September, not despite them. For example, he emphasized the exceptional intellectual, physical, 

and moral standards for membership in Black September. He also underscored the distinction 

between being answerable to Arafat (Force 17) versus to the entire PLO. To him, discrepancies 

like these meant members were both qualified and responsible for taking actions that other elite 

units could not. Abu Huli, another former member of Black September, confirmed that Abu 

Khalid’s views were broadly held within the group, pointing out that members received advanced 

training in both Jordan and Europe. Abu Khalid interpreted Arafat’s order in light of what he 
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understood as his ethical obligations to a broader Palestinian community and in terms of his 

understanding of the damning local political implications of yielding to the Chamouns in front of 

Palestinian civilians. 

The activation of Abu Khalid’s ties to Black September produced role strain. He saw his 

choice to disobey Arafat more as a moral decision linked to Black September membership and a 

tactical corrective in terms of local refugee camp politics than as a violation of his obligations to 

the broader PLO and Fatah organizations. As a member of Black September, he equated returning 

the car with capitulating to the militia that Palestinian forces had just defeated. In Abu Khalid’s 

mind, the leading representative of the PLO and Fatah had ordered a dishonorable and immoral 

action that would be poorly received in Palestinian refugee camps given events in East Beirut. Abu 

Khalid’s actions were both a protest and a corrective rooted in the standards of a sub-organization 

whose members saw themselves as moral and ethical arbiters for the entire PLO. He knew his 

actions had potentially irreversible consequences; Arafat and Abu Iyad were both notoriously 

intolerant of dissent. Both Fatah and the PLO had standard, formal disciplinary mechanisms that 

included military prisons, legal processes, physical punishment, and expulsion. 

Even today, it is hard for many former guerillas to reconcile their image of Arafat with the 

idea of him ordering the car’s return. For instance, when the topic arose in conversation with Nadr 

–a former member of the elite Force 17 unit – he insisted Arafat would only have demanded the 

car’s return “for show” and that, “when the Chamouns weren’t looking, he’d [Arafat would] wink 

at you and tell you to burn it.” In other words, he worked to absolve both Arafat and Abu Khalid 

of perceived wrongdoing by insisting that the order lacked sincerity, thus avoiding role strain.8 

                                                
8 Abu Huli was present for this conversation and agreed with Nadr. In one-on-one conversations with Abu Huli, 
though, he tended more towards Abu Khalid’s interpretations. Abu Huli may have been cautious about expressing 
his real opinion in front of Nadr, or reluctant to have him see Arafat criticized in front of a foreign researcher. 
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These narrative moves indicate that this order did not activate competing identifications for Nadr 

and Abu Huli; they offer an alternative interpretation as a way to reconcile their view of Arafat 

with an order that, if serious, they would have found problematic.  

 

Activation: Kinship and Community Ties 

Community and family ties also contributed to role strain in Abu Khalid’s position. In his 

interpretation, the order to return the car wrongly privileged diplomacy with the Lebanese Front 

over the PLO’s moral obligations to Palestinian refugee communities. Similarly, Abu Khalid’s 

actions invoke kinship- and community-based loyalties; to prevent the car’s transfer, Abu Khalid 

deploys a kinship tie that bridged ranks within Fatah and between Black September and Fatah. 

While he seeks to keep the organizations “honest,” he simultaneously keeps his brother and co-

members unsullied by giving them an excuse to disregard what he views as an unethical and 

strategically problematic order. 

Abu Khalid’s experiences growing up in a refugee camp under the Lebanese Deuxième 

Bureau’s9 control sensitized him to Lebanese targeting of Palestinian camps. Given the context of 

the then-recent attacks on the refugee communities outside Beirut, those experiences also 

influenced his response to Arafat’s order to return the car. The Fatah branch where Abu Khalid’s 

brother served (and to which Abu Khalid issued his disobedient orders) was described by another 

of its members, Ahmad, as cohesive and well trained. It was also reinforced by family networks 

and socially embedded in the refugee camps. For Ahmad, who had grown up in camps then 

controlled by the Deuxième Bureau, membership in Fatah’s military scouts and participation in 

                                                
9 Prior to the 1969 Cairo Agreement, the Lebanese Deuxième Bureau monitored Palestinian activities closely and 
frequently interrogated individuals whom it suspected of political involvement (Sayigh, 1979: 151). 
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the fidā’yīn’s activities gave him feelings of belonging and honor. He mentioned winning control 

of the intelligence office near his camp as a moment when he felt Palestinians had taken back their 

community (Parkinson oral history with Ahmad, Summer 2011). Former militants repeated these 

themes throughout interviews, referencing feelings of honor and pride in identifying as scouts, 

members of dance teams, members of politically active families, and public protesters. For Abu 

Khalid, telling his brother to burn the car helped Palestinians from the camps reclaim dignity and 

power after the East Beirut massacres. 

Arafat’s move to appease the Chamouns threatened that dignity and activated Abu Khalid’s 

identifications with community-level networks. He interpreted Arafat’s order to return the car 

return as a betrayal of Palestinian refugee camp communities in pursuit of “formal politics,” with 

implications for civilian support, recruitment, and group morale.10 Burning the car constituted an 

act of authenticity and loyalty to Palestinian camp communities. Indeed, when former fidā’yīn 

from the refugee camps recalled the story, the two brothers were always portrayed as heroes, not 

degenerates. This implies recognition of multivocality and the salience of the order to the 

commanders’ identifications with quotidian social ties.  

 

An Alternate Explanation? The Leadership’s View 

 

In line with scholarship on socialization, civilian abuse, and desertion, some in the PLO and Fatah 

leaderships also saw the relevance of class and regional networks in Damour, though 

interpretations of the guerrillas’ actions differ. In his memoir, Abu Iyad notes that in the battle’s 

aftermath, “[t]he palace of Saadiyat was looted and reduced to rubble by destitute peasants from 

                                                
10 Yasir Arafat and Abu Iyad were from the professional class and had not been raised in refugee camps. 
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villages in the south…[Camille] Chamoun claimed to be disconsolate over the disappearance of a 

portrait of his deceased wife. Yasir Arafat immediately opened an investigation and tracked it 

down, paying the villager who stole it 5,000 Lebanese pounds and then returning it to Chamoun” 

(Iyad and Rouleau, 1981: 180).  

This version of events demonstrates that class, urban-rural, and regional divides layered 

onto fidā’yīn-leadership divides. It also shows that the Palestinian leadership was involved in 

retrieving looted goods for the Chamoun family; in Abu Iyad’s telling, this move is a practical and 

honorable decision that corrected for the behavior of undisciplined, poorly trained, impoverished 

troops. Despite acting primarily in his dual military-political role as the second in command, Abu 

Iyad alludes to potential tensions with other domains, writing: “We had a thousand reasons to kill 

the man responsible for so much bloodshed…[h]owever, numerous political figures friendly to the 

Resistance, including Kamal Junblatt and Saeb Salem, intervened in his favor” (Iyad and Rouleau 

1981, 180). Abu Iyad implies that political savvy and responsible decision-making drove the 

leadership’s choices in the political-military domain.  

While the ground soldiers were certainly poor, material arguments—e.g., looting as a form 

of salary payment—cannot explain Abu Khalid or his brother’s disobedience. Particularly in the 

wartime context of January 1976, burning Chamoun’s car carried class and communal undertones; 

it was not rooted in economic motivations. For example, one account indicates that many 

Palestinian units refused orders to loot at Damour (Sayigh, 1997: 777 FN 16)– it does not appear 

that these units looted for profit or abused civilians due to a general lack of discipline. Abu Khalid 

told his brother to publicly destroy the car, not to sell it or scrap it. The common narrative also 

indicates that, faced with the order to return the vehicle, the fighter (Abu Khalid’s brother) did not 

hide it for later recovery. Even if the brother’s initial motivations included profit, he did not act on 
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them. Instead he turned the car’s destruction into a performance. Destroying the car in this fashion 

connoted political calculation and public spectacle as opposed to wanton destruction or greed.  

Abu Khalid evaluated his orders from the leadership based on his overlapping 

identifications with the PLO, Fatah, Black September, camp communities, and kin – those orders 

created role strain in his multiplex network position. His response reveals tensions between his 

concurrent elite status in the PLO, Fatah, and Black September, as well as his kinship to his brother 

and his relationship to the Palestinian refugee community. A complex, historically contingent 

interaction between everyday constituent networks and formal military hierarchies created the 

conditions of possibility for elite disobedience.  

 

CONCLUSION 

To better understand military disobedience, it is crucial to interrogate the nature of identity. 

Network theory provides a point of entry towards better understanding identity as embedded in 

networks of social ties. This article presents a theory of military disobedience that relies on the 

mechanism of role strain. It highlights how individuals draw on multiplex identifications with 

varied social networks to make decisions, even within the context of the intensive discipline and 

socialization common in military organizations. By examining elite officers’ multiplex social ties, 

we show how military disobedience is often linked to role strain, where certain orders “activate” 

competing identifications with distinct social networks. This activation creates tension in which 

an officer must adjudicate between competing, often incommensurable demands, which generates 

the conditions of possibility for disobedience. In line with previous literature, it suggests that 

previous military experience and home region or town may be particularly strong influences on 

officers’ behavior. 
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 This paper suggests the existence of unofficial loci of power within military organizations. 

However, these roles are only contingently powerful. Further research could productively explore 

whether certain contexts—e.g. strategic escalations and de-escalations, or larger political shifts—

create environments that are likely to “activate” these roles and empower multivocal actors such 

as Liu Ming-ch’uan and Abu Khalid. Future research should also explore the ways in which the 

consequences of such activation might persist, for instance by empowering individuals in the 

longer term.  

Exploring connections across levels of analysis using network theory promotes better 

conceptualizations of mass behavior in and by military organizations. For instance, the absence of 

ethnic ties in our cases suggests that these ties may be too diffuse to compete with strong ties built 

on in-person interactions (Koehler et al., 2016). Our theory also implies that elite disobedience 

should be studied as conceptually separate from collective events such as mass desertion or unit 

defection. That is not to say it is unrelated; our theory indicates that elite-led collective action may 

be more of a sequence or cascade of choices rather than the single decision point previous studies 

have theorized.  

 Our framework suggests at least two new avenues for future research on military 

disobedience. First, scholars should further theorize motivations. Our theory notes how network 

overlap produces potentially disobedient roles, but it does not explicitly theorize motivation to 

disobey. Rather, we see motivation as embedded in different constituent audiences. Our cases 

reveal two distinct motivations for disobedience: mission goals and morals. Importantly, both of 

these are substantially other-focused (altercentric) drivers; in neither of our cases are the 

commanders demonstrating wholly selfish motivations. Liu Ming-ch'uan’s disobedience stemmed 

from his evaluation of his strategic situation and his motivation to maintain his reputation for 
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success. Abu Khalid, however, acted in the name of moral and emotional motivations, with 

strategy coming second. With some notable exceptions (McDoom, 2012; Pearlman, 2013; 

Petersen, 2002, 2017; Wood, 2003), emotional motivations remain understudied in scholarship on 

military organizations.  

Second, while our theory cannot systematically predict how identifications with competing 

social networks will matter, it does suggest several potential trajectories for future work in this 

realm. Analytically divorcing constitutive networks from hierarchical military organizational 

structures enables novel avenues of inquiry and may illuminate previously misunderstood cases of 

military disobedience. For instance, adopting a multiple-network approach allows scholars to 

distinguish between organization and identity, allowing for a more fruitful exploration of each 

concept and examination of their mutually constitutive natures. Such an approach will allow 

scholars of military politics to problematize, rather than to presuppose, the impact of factors such 

as ethnicity on soldiers’ behavior. It may also help to capture ways that participating in violent 

conflict can alter or shatter understandings of identities and groups (Aspinall, 2007, 2009; Gould, 

1995, 1996; Wood, 2008).  

 Research on military politics has skewed towards extremes, either assuming that military 

organizations absorb soldiers easily and completely or that soldiers’ behaviors are wholly 

determined by pre-existing identity factors. Recent work on doctrine, military innovation, 

insubordination, and ethnic conflict highlights how these assumptions obscure important 

determinants of military change and decision-making. Reality falls somewhere in the middle. For 

example, while research focusing on identifications with hometown localities has already 

expanded understanding the intersection of military hierarchies and identity-based networks, we 

suggest a more sophisticated treatment of identity via constitutive networks. This approach does 
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not reify identity; instead it treats it as flowing from fluid, strong-tie connections situated in 

historical and social context. Examining processes such as decision making via this analytic 

perspective opens new possibilities for studying military politics. Moreover, research using this 

technique has the capacity to highlight broader, dynamic processes such as structural adaptation 

and changing behavior in the military.  
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APPENDIX: DISOBEDIENCE IN MILITARY ORGANIZATIONS 

The nature of disobedience makes it nearly impossible to pre-identify cases—officers, military 

organizations, and states all have incentives to conceal or reframe disobedient behaviors. The cases 

deployed in this article were central to building our theory, in part because the volume of diverse 

sources and our extended archival and interview-based research allowed us to convincingly 

reconstruct each officer’s egocentric relational, constitutive, and historical environment. This 

wealth of evidence also allowed us to assess the possibility that alternate dynamics were at play.  

However, as we refined our theory and concept, we also sought other potentially relevant 

cases in media and historical accounts of individual-level disobedience. If we could obtain 

adequate information about their relational environment (given language and access constraints), 

we then classed these cases as “positive,” “negative,” or “borderline” based on our theoretical 

criteria for inclusion: individual-level disobedience; refusal of a discrete operational order; 

activation of social networks; and evidence that the officers drew on those social networks in their 

decisions to disobey. It is important to note that these cases are not randomly selected. There are 

specific reasons—depth of historical coverage, presence of written archives, media interest, 

individual activism—that some cases of disobedience become public knowledge and others do 

not. Many other incidents of disobedience do not make it into media or secondary historical 

accounts. We deploy these cases to illustrate the dynamics at play in and conceptual boundaries of 

the type of disobedience we address in this article.  

 

We summarize these additional cases of disobedience below.   
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POSITIVE CASES 

(1) Colonels (Unnamed), Libyan Arab Republic Air Force (February 21, 2011); Pilot 

Abdessalam Attiyah al-Abdali and co-pilot Ali Omar al-Kadhafi (no rank available), Libyan 

Arab Republic Air Force (February 23, 2011)  

Orders Disobeyed: Refused to bomb civilian protestors in Benghazi. 

Network(s) Activated: Civilian, government, and military officials. 

Narrative: Two Libyan Air Force colonels based out of Tripoli’s Okba Ben Nafi base—the 

headquarters of the Libyan Arab Republic Air Force—each flying French-made Mirage F1 jets, 

defected to Malta after being ordered to bomb civilians in Benghazi. Upon landing in Malta, the 

pilots sought asylum (Times of Malta, 2011b). Two days later, pilot al-Abdali and co-pilot al-

Kadhafi ejected from their Russian-made Sukhoi 22 en route to Benghazi, after being ordered to 

bomb protests in the city. Their jet subsequently crashed (AhramOnline, 2011). 

Reason for Inclusion: A specific order prompted disobedience, which then led to the pilots’ 

defection. Reuters notes: “The two said they decided to fly to Malta after being ordered to bomb 

anti-government protesters in Libya’s second largest city of Benghazi” (Reuters, 2011). The Times 

of Malta further notes: “Libyan sources said the pilots were very close to carrying out their orders 

to gun down protesters but at the last minute decided not to and redirected their planes to the 

nearest base, the Malta International Airport” (Peregin, 2011). The two acts of disobedience 

occurred at a time when narratives focused on the Qaddafi regime’s targeting of civilians and on 

government and military officials’ loyalty to the Libyan people were becoming prominent among 

civil servants and military officers.  
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It is clear that intra-government and intra-military networks activated both at the individual 

and collective level in this time frame. For example, diplomats in multiple Libyan embassies and 

foreign missions resigned in protest of regime policies; the Libyan United Nations delegation 

informed journalists that “its members had declared their allegiance to Libya’s people, not the 

government” (Black, 2011). The same day that al-Abdali and al-Kadhafi refused orders, Major 

General Suleiman Mahmoud, who was the army commander in the eastern port city of Tobruk, 

“declared himself and his soldiers as being on the side of the people” (Times of Malta, 2011a). 

Pilots had been willing to follow military orders up until they were commanded to attack civilians; 

indeed, other pilots continued to target protestors.  

Relevance of Alternative Explanations: Two alternative explanations are plausible: 1) Libyan 

soldiers, on the whole, were not well trained and the armed forces were not cohesive, meaning 

disobedience of various flavors was likely; 2) Given the wave of defections and desertions among 

regime supporters, and protestors’ attracting of international attention, soldiers anticipated and 

deserted out of self-preservation, using the excuse of protecting civilians as a cover and a combat 

mission as a safe way to leave Libya. 

The second option is likelier than the first, but difficult to definitively adjudicate. The 

soldiers who disobeyed were elite, well-trained officers and pilots, not haphazardly trained 

militiamen or conscripts. Their ranks and service speak to extensive training, careerism, 

commitment, prior loyalty to the regime, and to potential ethnic or tribal ties within the service or 

regime (given their placement in an elite service). Indeed, regimes in the Middle East are often 

particularly careful about who can be admitted to a state’s Air Force, given the service’s potential 

to be instrumental in coup attempts.11 The fact that these pilots were on active flight duty speaks 

                                                
11 See, e.g., Quinlivan (1999). 
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to trust placed in them by a notoriously paranoid regime that engaged in active coup-proofing; the 

Libyan government had very few functional jets at this point and would not have allowed just any 

pilot to fly them. It does seem, however, that if soldiers left out of self-preservation, they would 

have made arrangements to bring their families with them.12 

 

(2) Cpl. Dakota Meyer, U.S. Marine Corps, Kunar Province, Afghanistan (September 8, 

2009) 

Orders Disobeyed: Ordered to stay out of a firefight in which other U.S. soldiers had been caught 

following an ambush. Meyer instead went repeatedly into the fight in an attempt to aid the other 

soldiers. 

Networks Activated: His “buddies;” close friendships with members of his unit who were trapped 

in the ambush (Lamothe, 2010). 

Narrative: In eastern Afghanistan during Operation Enduring Freedom, in late 2009, Dakota 

Meyer and the other U.S. Marines of Embedded Training Team 2-8 were working to train Afghan 

forces in their assigned region. On September 8, several of Dakota’s friends and the Afghan unit 

they were training were ambushed together while on patrol. “Dakota…could hear the ambush over 

the radio. It was as if the whole valley was exploding. Taliban fighters were unleashing a firestorm 

from the hills…the patrol was pinned down, taking ferocious fire from three sides” (Obama, 2011). 

Despite being ordered to stay out of the intense fighting (Chivers, 2011; Obama, 2011), Meyer 

“went time and time again into the killing zone. During the six-hour battle, he evacuated 12 of 

those pinned down, provided cover for another 24 to withdraw to safety, and killed at least 8 

                                                
12 Indeed, many Syrian officers did not defect because the regime threatened to kill their families. 
Author’s personal conversation with former US Department of State official, fall 2017. 
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Taliban fighters in the process.” He was later awarded the Medal of Honor for his actions in this 

battle. 

Reason for Inclusion: Multiple reports note that Meyer disobeyed direct orders in an attempt to 

save his friends (Chivers, 2011; CNN Wire Staff, 2011; Knickerbocker, 2011; Obama, 2011); he 

“repeatedly placed himself in extraordinary danger to save men he regarded as his brothers” 

(Chivers, 2011). 

Relevance of Alternative Explanations: Low. Meyer was deliberately putting himself in extreme 

danger when he had been given explicit orders to stay out of the firefight. There are no indications 

this was a strategically vital location for U.S. forces – indeed, the order to stay back indicates that 

it likely was not. While Meyer may have been in difficult physical conditions, risking injury in 

defiance of orders would have been likely to make any physical hardships worse. Furthermore, he 

had no record of insubordination, poor discipline, or poor training – to the contrary, he was 

awarded the highest military award in the U.S., the Medal of Honor. This case of disobedience is 

difficult to explain without reference to Meyer’s strong social ties to the individuals under threat. 

 

(3) Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, German Wehrmacht, El Alamein, Egypt (1942) 

Order(s) Disobeyed: Direct order from Adolf Hitler to hold his position at El Alamein. 

Network(s) Activated: Prior military: training experts at command college, his subordinates in 

Egypt, possibly other commanders growing increasingly concerned about Hitler’s conduct. 

Narrative: Erwin Rommel had risen from a “thoroughly middle class” (Hansen, 2014: 46) 

background in German to earn enormous distinction as an officer in World War I. In the interwar 

period he wrote a widely read book on military tactics (Görlitz, 2005), and commanded German 

and other Axis forces in numerous battles during World War II, including the Allied invasion at 
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Normandy. At the second battle of El-Alamein in Egypt, he found his exhausted remaining troops 

vastly outnumbered by the opposing British forces. Hitler ordered him not to cede any territory to 

the British, but, the very next day, it became clear to Rommel that he and his forces would be 

surrounded and destroyed if he held his ground, so he disobeyed Hitler and ordered a retreat. “The 

military senselessness of Hitler’s obsession with never ceding an inch of territory had finally 

clashed against Rommel’s soldierly insistence on adapting to changing military circumstances” 

(Hansen, 2014: 49–50). 

Reason for Inclusion: Rommel had spent most of his career in the military and came from a 

relatively unusual background – he was not an aristocrat and had never been staff trained (Barr, 

2011) – but his successes in World War I and his publication of a highly praised book, Infantry 

Attacks, made him famous and highly sought after as a teacher at Germany’s military academies. 

He was thus tied closely both to the subordinates he fought with and with other expert tacticians, 

both of which sets of ties were activated by this order from Hitler. 

Relevance of Alternative Explanations: Unclear. Rommel was quite ill when the German 

campaign extended into North Africa, so physical conditions may have been a factor, but he 

returned to the battlefront at El Alamein when the situation became critical. Strategy/tactics were 

also highly relevant here, but an initial investigation into Rommel’s background indicates his 

strategic judgment was a strong component of his social ties. Further research would be needed to 

determine whether strategy could operate as an independent explanatory variable in this case.  

 

BORDERLINE CASE 

(4) Colonel Eli Geva, Israel Defense Forces, Armored Brigade Commander in the 1982 

Invasion of Lebanon (July 1982) 



HUNDMAN, E. AND PARKINSON, S.E. 
1/1/19 

ROGUES, DEGENERATES, AND HEROES (FORTHCOMING, EJIR) 
 

 

Orders Disobeyed: Colonel Eli Geva was “released from service in the middle of the [1982] war 

in Lebanon after requesting to be relieved of his command position” (Gal, 1985: 558). Reuven 

Gal’s account notes that Col. Geva emphasized that he would not refuse future orders if his 

superior officers did not relieve him of command. Yet Geva’s critics argued: “a request ‘to be 

relieved of command’ at such a high rank [and during ongoing operations] is equivalent to a 

soldier’s refusing to fight” (1985: 558). 

Network(s) Activated: Intra-military, civilian, potentially kinship. 13  In interviews, Col. Geva 

noted: 1) His responsibility to his men and their families; 2) The potential for mass civilian 

casualties; and 3) The availability of other strategic options. The Christian Science Monitor quotes 

Geva as stating: ''I don't have the heart to look bereaved parents in the eye and tell them their sons 

died in an operation I felt was unnecessary” (Rubin, 1982). 

Narrative: Col. Geva was by all accounts an extremely effective, respected commander who in 

June 1982 led his forces in the conquest of Sour, a city in southern Lebanon. His unit was efficient 

and suffered minimal casualties during the initial invasion and march to Beirut. However, Col. 

Geva became aware that his forces would be ordered to spearhead the IDF’s entry into Beirut, 

likely suffering and inflicting massive casualties. Geva “found himself in a painful quandary—

between his military commitment to carry out his assigned mission and his moral commitment to 

a mission he believed to be illegitimate” (Gal, 1985: 558). His request for removal from command 

and subsequent discharge fueled debate in both the IDF and broader Israeli society about the IDF’s 

                                                
13 Though Col. Eli Geva never cited in it in his explanations for his actions, he came from a prestigious military family. 
His father, Major General Yosef Geva, had served as head of the training department of the IDF’s General Staff.  The 
elder Geva had, at one point, also commanded the future Israeli Minister of Defense Ariel Sharon. Sharon acted 
insubordinately towards the older Geva, who dismissed him. Then-Israeli Defense Minister David Ben Gurion 
personally intervened on Sharon’s behalf. As Defense Minister in 1982, Sharon was instrumental in shifting the 
campaign in Lebanon from a limited foray into the South to a full-scale siege of Beirut, the broad strategic shift that 
Col. Eli Geva protested. Exploring the potential role of intersecting family and intra-military networks in Col. Geva’s 
case would likely require extensive, primary-source archival and/or interview work (Oren, 2011).  
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overarching military strategy in the region, its role in Lebanon, and the appropriateness of 

principled resistance. 

Reason for inclusion: Clear evidence that Col. Geva was responding to a specific, though future, 

operational order that he assumed would materialize. He had demonstrated leadership and tactical 

prowess in the lead-up to the Beirut operation and was clearly not morally opposed to the war in 

Lebanon itself. Geva cites specific intra-military (his soldiers) and civilian (soldiers’ parents) 

social networks in influencing his resignation.  

Reason for exclusion: Unclear if Col. Geva’s act constitutes disobedience, given that he never 

refused a direct order. Technically, he did not disobey the chain of command. Rather, he actively 

worked to avoid resisting an order, engaging in an act of protest against the military hierarchy as 

he did so (Times, 1982a). 

Alternative explanation: Strategy. Col. Geva did suggest an alternate plan of attack; he was known 

for being a brilliant military thinker who had the potential to rise to the level of General Staff (Gal, 

1985: 558–559). It is possible that he simply felt that the loss of soldiers’ lives combined with the 

fallout from what he (rightly) foresaw as the potential for mass civilian casualties in Beirut were 

unnecessary costs given what he saw as an alternate, more viable strategy. However, his interviews 

emphasized the moral and relational aspects of his decision, rather than the strategic ones. He 

initially asked to remain with his unit, a request that emphasized the roots of his dissent and his 

ties to the troops he commanded (Times, 1982b). 

 

NEGATIVE CASES 

(5) Commander Vasili Arkhipov, Soviet Navy, Flotilla Commander and Second-in-

Command of Submarine B-59 (October 27, 1962) 
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Orders Disobeyed: Did not technically disobey. Commander Arkhipov refused to give consent for 

an order to launch a nuclear torpedo during the Cuban Missile Crisis. 

Networks Activated: Potentially intra-military. Almost every account of Arkhipov’s decision cites 

his prior military experience and networks as influencing him. Arkhipov had previously been 

Deputy Commander of the K-19, a Soviet nuclear submarine. In 1961, the K-19 experienced a leak 

in the nuclear reactor’s cooling system and the crew was collectively exposed to radiation. 

Commander Arkhipov thus has first-hand experience of nuclear emergency and the effects of 

radiation on servicemen. 

Narrative: During the height of the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, Commander Vasili Arkhipov 

was on a Soviet nuclear submarine in the Caribbean that the U.S. military was targeting with depth 

charges. While the charges were in fact non-lethal, the Soviet crew – including the captain of the 

submarine, Vitali Savitsky – had been out of communication and worried the attack was part of a 

fighting war between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. (National Geographic News, 2016). “The last news 

they had from the world above them led them to anticipate that hostilities between the US and the 

Soviet Union could begin at any moment, or had even already begun” (Savranskaya, 2005: 246). 

With the submarine overheating, his crew “dropping like dominoes” (Savranskaya, 2005: 246) and 

the captain worried he was losing his chance to play his nuclear deterrent role, he ordered the sub’s 

nuclear-tipped missile to be readied (Davis, 2017). 

 Under normal circumstances, the captain would have had authority to launch on his own. 

However, protocol reportedly required him to secure authorization from all three senior officers 

on board, one of whom was Arkhipov, who, curiously, was reportedly concurrently chief of staff 

and second-in command to Savitsky (Savranskaya, 2005: 238; Serhan, 2017) as well as flotilla 

commander of all four Soviet submarines in the region (National Geographic News, 2016). Many 
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reports also claim that as a matter of protocol, Savitsky needed Arkhipov’s approval to launch a 

nuclear weapon (Davis, 2017; Secrets of the Dead, 2012). Commander Arkhipov refused to give 

it, or at least talked the captain down – both of which actions would have been aided by his status 

as flotilla commander.  

Reason for exclusion: Not disobedience. Commander Arkhipov was well within his role’s rights 

to refuse to give this approval – common claims that he “disobeyed” notwithstanding (Baum, 2016; 

Cho, 2017; Chomsky, 2016). 

 

 

(6) Commander Bao Chao 鮑超, Provincial Commander of Zhejiang Province and in 1885, 

also Commander of China’s Forces from Yunnan and Guangxi Provinces during the Sino-

French War (1883-85) 

Order Disobeyed: None. Bao Chao was upset by an order to return to Chinese territory from the 

battlefront with the French in Vietnam, but nonetheless acquiesced. 

Networks Activated: None. Bao Chao began his extensive military career in service to the Chinese 

state and continued doing so until his death in 1886. He was a careerist military man with few 

competing social ties. 

Narrative: Just when the Chinese generals in Vietnam felt they had the French forces on the run 

in early 1885, France and China signed an armistice. Part of the agreement specified that these 

generals in the south were to retreat back within China’s borders. Bao Chao was one such, but he 

was extraordinarily unhappy with this order, arguing that China had the advantage and should 

press it in order to gain more concessions from the French. Nonetheless, he unhappily obeyed his 

orders (Eastman, 1967: 194–195; Yang Fei 杨飞, 2012). Bao Chao had ties to another semiofficial 
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military, the Xiang Army, but was part of China’s state military forces prior to joining a 

semiofficial one. He maintained his official title in the Xiang organization and, after the successful 

suppression of the Taiping rebellion, he returned to a series of high official posts in China (Draft 

History of Qing Dynasty 清史稿 ). By the time of the Sino-French War, Bao Chao’s only 

potentially competing ties had deteriorated. The Xiang Army had largely been sidelined – it had 

lost a political battle – and more important, many of its members had died by this time (Hundman, 

2016). 

 In many ways, Bao Chao’s case is very similar to that of Liu Ming-ch’uan in the main text 

of the article – he was an experienced general who had received an order from the emperor that he 

vehemently disagreed with. Focusing on strategic motivations would make their divergent choices 

about whether to obey puzzling. However, Bao had few remaining social network ties that could 

have competed with his military obligation to obey, whereas Liu had many strong ones. It thus 

seems likely that Bao, too, would have disobeyed had he had a different set of social ties.  

Reason for Exclusion: Bao Chao did not disobey.  

 

(7) Vice Admiral Sir James Whitley Dundas, Commander of the British Fleet in 1854, outside 

Sevastopol during the Crimean War (1853-1856) 

Order Disobeyed: None. Ordered to coordinate an attack with his counterpart commanding the 

land forces, Lord FitzRoy James Henry Somerset Raglan. Raglan made an operational choice that 

Dundas vehemently disagreed with, but he nonetheless obeyed. 

Networks Activated: None. Dundas was a career British naval officer and does not appear to have 

had substantial ties outside the navy, much less outside the military.  
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Narrative: In 1854 during the combined British, French, and Turkish attack on Sevastopol during 

the Crimean War (1853-1856), Vice Admiral Sir James Whitley Dundas was in command of the 

British fleet and Lord FitzRoy James Henry Somerset Raglan was in command of the British land 

forces. Both had been ordered by their civilian masters to "act in concert” (Royle, 1999), and 

though the two were “usually in disagreement” during this battle, Dundas nonetheless complied. 

He did not do so because he approved of this command; he later wrote of how strongly he disagreed 

with it, pointing out that in his view “it was not in the business of wooden walls to pit themselves 

against stone ones” (Blandy, 1951: 572). Even after completing the operation, he was still unhappy 

with the order, and he wrote to Raglan to tell him the command had been unacceptable and that he 

(Dundas) would never do anything like it again (Lambert, 2011: 165). 

Dundas did not have a reputation for insubordination (Laughton, 2004); even when 

complaining about this order, he framed his dislike of it in his desire to be of “service to the army” 

(Lambert, 2011: 158–159), and by many accounts he was utterly loyal to the British government 

that had direction him to work with Raglan. And despite his unhappiness with this order, it does 

not appear to have activated any competing sets of network ties. Dundas was a career navy man – 

he volunteered at 14 to join (The Gentleman’s Magazine, 1862) -- and while he married an heiress 

and briefly forayed into Whig politics, we found no evidence (even in his private writings) that 

these ties influenced his decision making at Sevastopol. If, like many in the British military at the 

time, Dundas had received an order like this while maintaining close ties to the aristocracy, we 

expect the resulting decision could have been quite different.  

Reason for Exclusion: Dundas did not disobey.  
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(8) General Douglas MacArthur, General of the United States Army and Commander in 

Chief of the United Nations Command in South Korea (1951) 

Order(s) Disobeyed: None. Was fired for general insubordination, not disobeying direct orders. 

Networks Activated: N/A. 

Narrative: In April 1951, at the height of the Korean War, U.S. President Harry Truman fired 

General Douglas MacArthur for insubordination (James, 2018). This shocked many, as 

MacArthur’s reputation was outsized after serving as a prominent general during World War II 

and remaking postwar Japan as Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (Brands, 2016). This 

very prominence and distance from Washington, though, likely helped empower General 

MacArthur to have become increasingly insubordinate following the war. For example, he made 

increasingly prominent public statements about his disagreement with Truman’s strategy in region 

generally and in the Korean War in particular, criticized the Truman administration’s policy in a 

letter to Republican minority leader in the House of Representatives (Lowe, 1990: 645), and 

worked to block Truman’s attempts to negotiate with the Chinese (MacArthur wanted a general 

war with China) (Considine, 1964) – he even met privately with Spanish and Portuguese diplomats 

in Tokyo to assure them “he was going to see to it that the U.S. got into a general war against 

China” (Marshall, 1989). After his removal, MacArthur returned to the United States with strong 

public support – parades were held in his honor (Glass, 2017) – but his ensuing public testimony 

in front of Congress was “ultimately unconvincing” and his forays into politics shortly after his 

return were unsuccessful (Perry, 2014). 

Reason for exclusion: No identifiable disobedience of a direct order. General MacArthur was 

known as a “rogue,” repeatedly had disciplinary issues, and was perpetually insubordinate towards 

civilian leadership. His behavior in the Korean War seems to stem largely from his own 
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personality, which prompted him to pursue public, diplomatic, and Congressional support, rather 

than him drawing on specific networks in response to a discrete order. This case appears to be one 

of a general tendency towards insubordination rather than a response to a specific order.  

 

(9) Colonel Sa’id al-Muragha (Abu Musa), Palestine Liberation Organization and Fatah, 

Deputy Chief of Military Operations for the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), 

Commander of the Yarmuk Brigade. Commander of the PLO’s 1982 defense of Beirut  

Orders Disobeyed: Though some press accounts vaguely mention Col. Muragha refusing orders 

(UPI, 1983), there does not be a singular event where he disobeyed a discrete command. Accounts 

of his disobedience center on his leadership in a May 1983 mutiny within Fatah and the Palestine 

Liberation Army (PLA), making it difficult to ascertain if a specific order triggered his actions. 

The mutiny was preceded by al-Muragha’s submission of a dissenting memo to the PLO’s 

Revolutionary Council in January 1983 during its meeting in Aden; the memo itself did not 

constitute disobedience, though it did everything but criticize PLO Chairman Yasir Arafat by name 

(Rouleau, 1983; Shuquair, 1983). Starting in 1982, members of the dissident network of which 

Col. al-Muragha was a member had met with Syrian and Libyan officials without notifying the 

PLO or Fatah’s leadership, which certainly constituted a violation of military discipline (Rouleau, 

1983: 143). 

Networks Activated: Intra-military, intra-party, civilian, former Jordanian army officers (Rouleau, 

1983: 142), ideological (rejectionist, anti-negotiations).  

Narrative: Colonel Said al-Muragha served with the Jordanian Army before training at Sandhurst 

Military Academy in the United Kingdom and in various Soviet states (Rouleau, 1983). In the 

1970s, he joined the PLO and moved into command roles in Lebanon. He became increasingly 
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disillusioned with Arafat and his loyalists’ strategic decision making, command style, and 

willingness to negotiate with Israel. In January 1983, al-Muragha submitted a memo critical of the 

PLO’s leadership and decision making to the PLO’s Revolutionary Council. In the following 

months, Arafat made two major military appointments—of Fatah’s forces in Lebanon and of 

Fatah’s forces in northern Lebanon—that were seen as privileging the individuals’ loyalty to 

Arafat rather than military expertise (one was seen as largely responsible for the rout of Palestinian 

forces in Saida during the invasion) (Shuquair, 1983: 173). The PLO and Fatah’s leadership 

responded to dissent by accusing critical voices of being backed by Libya and threatening them, 

furthering strengthening dissidents’ resolve. 

In May 1983, Col. al-Muragha led a mutiny by disillusioned Fatah members serving in 

East Lebanon. Al-Muragha targeted the PLA’s Yarmuk Brigade, splitting its membership. The 

mutineers spent the summer and fall of 1983 in open warfare with Fatah and the PLO, fighting 

over bases and taking prisoners of war. At times, Col. al-Muragha claimed that the mutiny was not 

intended to engender a permanent rift in the PLO or Fatah, but rather to carve out more space for 

dissidents and reformists. This tack brings into question the extent of his loyalty to the PLO, PLA, 

and Fatah. However, the mutiny split members of the PLA’s Yarmuk Brigade and “openly 

splintered the entire guerrilla movement” by drawing in other, rejectionist factions such as the 

Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General Command (Wright, 1983). 

In a May 30, 1983, when the mutiny was new, Colonel al-Muragha claimed in an interview 

with al-Kifah al-‘Arabi, a Beirut-based publication: “Arafat’s policies put us all at a loss. He has 

a different stand in each capital. In all his meetings with Arab or foreign leaders, he took positions 

that pleased the respective leaders even if they were inconsistent with the interests of the 

Palestinian revolution.” He directly references the spring 1983 military reorganization, claiming: 
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“…Arafat insisted on giving the most sensitive posts to persons known for their moral, political, 

and military limitations. Such persons were directly responsible for the defeat” (Musa and Salih, 

1983). 

Reason for exclusion: Fairly clear case of mutiny. Lacks disobedience of a discrete order, though 

certainly demonstrates role of individual agency within a mutiny. While Col. al-Muragha was a 

leader, he did not act alone. 

 

(10) Colonel Vinayagamoorthy Muralitharan (Karuna), Eastern Commander of the 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) 

Order Disobeyed: Refused to report to the LTTE’s headquarters (Staniland, 2014: 173). Led a 

revolt against the LTTE’s central command. 

Networks Activated: Intra-ethnic, regional. 

Narrative: The 2002 ceasefire in Sri Lanka between the government and the LTTE allowed 

LTTE’s central command to expand its military and social influence into territory that Karuna, the 

Eastern Commander, formerly controlled. Rather than working with or taking orders from 

Commander Karuna, troops from the central command reported directly to LTTE Leader 

Velupillai Prabakaran (Jeyaraj, 2004). Journalist D.B.S. Jeyaraj explains: “This was particularly 

galling to a man of Karuna's calibre who felt that he deserved special treatment because of his 

seniority and services rendered by the Eastern cadres” (Jeyaraj, 2004). Karuna, the longest-

standing regional commander in the LTTE, subsequently rebelled with his troops against the 

organizations’ central leadership. Karuna defected, renounced terrorism, and “explicitly appealed 

to the intra-ethnic cleavages between north and east as a justification for his defection” (Staniland, 
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2014: 173). His move prompted further defections from within Karuna’s officer corps and led to 

a redeployment of the LTTE’s forces (Jeyaraj, 2004; Staniland, 2014: 174). 

Reason for exclusion: Nature of disobedience; the order itself did not trigger disobedience. 

Karuna planned to defect before he refused the order; the order was given in response to his 

behavior.  

 

Works Cited 

AhramOnline (2011) Libya pilot ‘rejects Benghazi bombing, ditches plane’ - Region - World - Ahram 

Online. 23 February. Cairo, Egypt. Available at: 

 http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/2/8/6298/World/Region/Libya-pilot-rejects-Benghazi-

bombing,-ditches-plan.aspx (accessed 21 August 2018). 

Barr N (2011) Rommel in the Desert. BBC History, 17 February. London. Available at: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwtwo/rommel_desert_01.shtml (accessed 16 

September 2018). 

Baum S (2016) What Trump means for global catastrophic risk. In: Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. 

Available at: https://thebulletin.org/2016/12/what-trump-means-for-global-catastrophic-risk/ 

(accessed 17 September 2018). 

Black JHI (2011) Libya defectors: Pilots told to bomb protesters flee to Malta. The Guardian, 21 February. 

Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/feb/21/libya-pilots-flee-to-malta (accessed 

21 August 2018). 

Blandy WHP (1951) Command Relations in Amphibious Warfare. Proceedings of the United States Naval 

Institute (NWC 4122): 15. 

Brands HW (2016) The Redacted Testimony That Fully Explains Why General MacArthur Was Fired. 

Smithsonian Magazine, 28 September. Available at: 



HUNDMAN, E. AND PARKINSON, S.E. 
1/1/19 

ROGUES, DEGENERATES, AND HEROES (FORTHCOMING, EJIR) 
 

 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/redacted-testimony-fully-explains-why-general-

macarthur-was-fired-180960622/ (accessed 17 September 2018). 

Chivers CJ (2011) Dakota Meyer Is Awarded Medal of Honor. The New York Times, 15 September. 

Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/16/us/dakota-meyer-marine-is-awarded-medal-

of-honor.html (accessed 16 September 2018). 

Cho J (2017) The World’s Real Nuclear Menace Isn’t North Korea. In: www.counterpunch.org. 

Chomsky N (2016) Nuclear Weapons, Climate Change, and Our Prospects for Survival. In: War is Boring. 

Available at: https://warisboring.com/the-doomsday-clock/ (accessed 17 September 2018). 

CNN Wire Staff (2011) Marine receives Medal of Honor at White House. CNN Politics, 16 September. 

Available at: 

 http://www.cnn.com/2011/POLITICS/09/15/marine.medal.of.honor/index.html (accessed 16 

September 2018). 

Considine B (1964) MacArthur Blamed British for a ‘Betrayal’ in Korea. The New York Times, 9 April. 

Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/1964/04/09/archives/macarthur-blamed-british-for-a-

betrayal-in-korea.html (accessed 17 September 2018). 

Davis N (2017) Soviet submarine officer who averted nuclear war honoured with prize. The Guardian, 27 

October. Available at: 

 https://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/oct/27/vasili-arkhipov-soviet-submarine-captain-

who-averted-nuclear-war-awarded-future-of-life-prize (accessed 17 September 2018). 

Draft History of Qing Dynasty 清史稿 Bao Chao Zhuanji 鮑超傳記. Taipei, Taiwan: Academia Sinica, p. 

19673. 

Draft History of the Qing Dynasty 清史稿 Liu Mingchuan Zhuanji 劉銘傳傳記. Taipei, Taiwan: Scripta 

Sinica, p. 12077. 

Eastman LE (1967) Throne and Mandarins: China’s Search for a Policy during the Sino-French 

Controversy, 1880-1885. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 



HUNDMAN, E. AND PARKINSON, S.E. 
1/1/19 

ROGUES, DEGENERATES, AND HEROES (FORTHCOMING, EJIR) 
 

 

Gal R (1985) Commitment and Obedience in the Military: An Israeli Case Study. Armed Forces & Society 

11(4): 553–564. 

Glass A (2017) President Truman fires Gen. MacArthur: April 11, 1951. POLITICO, 10 April. Available 

at: https://www.politico.com/story/2017/04/president-truman-fires-gen-macarthur-april-11-1951-

237055 (accessed 17 September 2018). 

Görlitz WOJ (2005) Erwin Rommel: German field marshal. Encyclopedia Britannica. Available at: 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Erwin-Rommel (accessed 16 September 2018). 

Hansen R (2014) Disobeying Hitler: German Resistance after Valkyrie. New York, NY: Oxford University 

Press. 

Hundman E (2016) Networks and Loyalties: The Social Roots of Military Disobedience in the Sino-French 

War. Ph.D. Dissertation. University of Chicago, Chicago. 

James DC (2018) Douglas MacArthur | Biography, Command, & Facts. Encyclopedia Britannica. 

Available at: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Douglas-MacArthur (accessed 17 September 

2018). 

Jeyaraj DBS (2004) Tiger vs Tiger in Eastern Sri Lanka. The Hindu, 15 March. Available at: 

https://www.thehindu.com/2004/03/15/stories/2004031504231400.htm (accessed 13 December 

2018). 

Knickerbocker B (2011) Dakota Meyer, a Marine who disregarded orders, is awarded Medal of Honor. 

Christian Science Monitor, 15 September. Available at: 

https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Military/2011/0915/Dakota-Meyer-a-Marine-who-disregarded-

orders-is-awarded-Medal-of-Honor (accessed 16 September 2018). 

Lambert A (2011) The Crimean War: British Grand Strategy against Russia, 1853-56. 2nd ed. New York, 

NY: Routledge. 

Lamothe D (2010) Heroism in Ambush May Yield Top Valor Awards. Marine Corps Times, 8 November. 

Available at: 



HUNDMAN, E. AND PARKINSON, S.E. 
1/1/19 

ROGUES, DEGENERATES, AND HEROES (FORTHCOMING, EJIR) 
 

 

https://web.archive.org/web/20101208052150/http://www.marinecorpstimes.com/news/2010/08/

marine_moh_080110w/ (accessed 16 September 2018). 

Laughton JK (2004) Dundas, Sir Richard Saunders (1802–1861). In: Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography. Online Edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Available at: 

http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/8255 (accessed 31 March 2016). 

Lowe P (1990) An Ally and a Recalcitrant General: Great Britain, Douglas MacArthur and the Korean War, 

1950-1. The English Historical Review 105(416): 624–653. 

Marshall CB (1989) Oral History Interview with Charles Burton Marshall. Available at: 

https://www.trumanlibrary.org/oralhist/marshall.htm (accessed 17 September 2018). 

Musa A and Salih A (1983) What the Opposition Says. Journal of Palestine Studies 13(1): 180–183. DOI: 

10.2307/2536936. 

National Geographic News (2016) You (and Almost Everyone You Know) Owe Your Life to This Man. 

25 March. Available at: https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2016/03/you-and-almost-everyone-

you-know-owe-your-life-to-this-man/ (accessed 17 September 2018). 

Obama B (2011) Remarks by the President Awarding the Medal of Honor to Sergeant Dakota Meyer. The 

East Room of the White House. Available at: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-

office/2011/09/15/remarks-president-awarding-medal-honor-sergeant-dakota-meyer (accessed 16 

September 2018). 

Oren A (2011) Talented, But a Liar. Ha’aretz, 14 January. Available at: 

 http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/talented-but-a-liar-1.336961 (accessed 31 March 2016). 

Peregin C (2011) Two Libyan fighter pilots defect to Malta. Times of Malta, 22 February. Mriehel. 

Available at: 

 https://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20110222/local/two-libyan-fighter-pilots-defect-to-

malta.351381 (accessed 21 August 2018). 



HUNDMAN, E. AND PARKINSON, S.E. 
1/1/19 

ROGUES, DEGENERATES, AND HEROES (FORTHCOMING, EJIR) 
 

 

Perry M (2014) Rethinking Douglas MacArthur. POLITICO, 25 May. Available at: 

https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2014/05/rethinking-douglas-macarthur-106397.html 

(accessed 17 September 2018). 

Quinlivan JT (1999) Coup-proofing: Its practice and consequences in the Middle East. International 

Security 24(2): 131–165. 

Reuters (2011) Two Libyan fighter pilots defect, fly to Malta. 21 February. Available at: 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-protests-malta/two-libyan-fighter-pilots-defect-fly-to-

malta-idUSTRE71K52R20110221 (accessed 21 August 2018). 

Rouleau E (1983) The Future of the PLO. Foreign Affairs 62: 138–156. 

Royle T (1999) Crimea: The Great Crimean War. London: Little, Brown and Company. 

Rubin T (1982) The Siege of Beirut -- and the Reluctant Israeli Colonel. Christian Science Monitor, 29 

July. Jerusalem. Available at:  

http://www.csmonitor.com/1982/0729/072944.html (accessed 2 April 2016). 

Savranskaya SV (2005) New Sources on the Role of Soviet Submarines in the Cuban Missile Crisis. Journal 

of Strategic Studies 28(2): 233–259.  

DOI: 10.1080/01402390500088312. 

Secrets of the Dead (2012) The Man Who Saved the World | Preview | Secrets of the Dead | PBS. Available 

at: http://www.pbs.org/wnet/secrets/the-man-who-saved-the-world-about-this-episode/871/ 

(accessed 17 September 2018). 

Serhan Y (2017) When the World Lucked Out of a Nuclear War. The Atlantic, 31 October. Available at: 

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/10/when-the-world-lucked-out-of-

nuclear-war/544198/ (accessed 17 September 2018). 

Shuquair M (1983) The Fateh Split. Journal of Palestine Studies 13(1): 169–180. DOI: 10.2307/2536935. 

Staniland P (2014) Networks of Rebellion: Explaining Insurgent Cohesion and Collapse. 1 edition. Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press. 



HUNDMAN, E. AND PARKINSON, S.E. 
1/1/19 

ROGUES, DEGENERATES, AND HEROES (FORTHCOMING, EJIR) 
 

 

The Gentleman’s Magazine (1862) Admiral Sir J. W. Deans Dundas GCB. 

Times of Malta (2011a) Libyan Major General switches sides. 23 February. Malta. Available at: 

https://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20110223/local/libyan-major-general-switches-

sides.351626 (accessed 21 August 2018). 

Times of Malta (2011b) Updated: Libyan fighter jets arrive in Malta. 21 February. Available at: 

https://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20110221/local/two-libyan-fighter-jets-arrive-in-

malta-two-helicopters-land.351349 (accessed 21 August 2018). 

Times S to the NY (1982a) Israeli Colonel Quits, Opposing Beirut Move. The New York Times, 27 July. 

Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/1982/07/27/world/israeli-colonel-quits-opposing-beirut-

move.html (accessed 16 September 2018). 

Times S to the NY (1982b) Israelis Dismiss Officer Opposed to Beirut Drive. The New York Times, 29 July. 

Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/1982/07/29/world/israelis-dismiss-officer-opposed-to-

beirut-drive.html (accessed 16 September 2018). 

UPI (1983) Rival factions of guerrilla leader Yasser Arafat’s Al Fatah... Available at: 

https://www.upi.com/Archives/1983/06/04/Rival-factions-of-guerrilla-leader-Yasser-Arafats-Al-

Fatah/4640423547200/ (accessed 13 December 2018). 

Wright R (1983) Bekaa mutiny may leave Arafat a general without any troops. Christian Science Monitor, 

1 July. Available at:  

 https://www.csmonitor.com/1983/0701/070151.html (accessed 13 December 2018). 

Yang Fei 杨飞 (2012) Xiangjun Di Yi Mengjiang Bao Chao 湘军第一猛将鲍超. Wenshi Tiandi 文史天

地: 42–46. 

 

 


